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Traditional Courses Going Online:  
A Shift from Teamwork to Independent Learning 

Cara Phillips 

Abstract 
In the spring of 2020, many Japanese universities began the 

academic year offering all scheduled courses strictly via online 
learning platforms amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. Given the 
significant number of university students in Japan who do not 
have reliable and/or unlimited internet access at home, offering 
primarily asynchronous online learning opportunities and 
assigning offline learning activities whenever possible seemed to 
be the most practical approach. While teamwork and student-to-
student interaction in EFL classes are generally viewed favorably, 
the non-face-to-face aspect of the courses and participants’ 
limited internet access required a shift to more individualized 
learning activities. This study examines students’ progress and 
evaluations in a content-based business English course on 
entrepreneurship with regard to group versus individual work. 
The survey responses and assessment of students in the online 
(2020) version of the course, which was devoid of group work, are 
compared with those of the students who took the course the 
previous two years’ (2018 and 2019), which was taught in 
traditional classrooms with a significant group work component.  
 

1. Introduction: Advantages and Disadvantages of Group 
 Work 
It is said in second or foreign language education that “Group 

work can help students uncover and address gaps and 
misconceptions in knowledge… while improving their public 
reasoning and team-based skills” (John-Steiner and Mahn, 1996, 
as cited in Yale Poorvu Center, 2017, para. 1).  Japanese college 
students commonly hold positive perceptions of group work. For 
example, all of the participants in Akiko Kondo’s study had 
“positive attitudes toward group work activity over individual 
activity…advantages such as helping each other, reducing the 
individual workload, encouraging low level students to 
participate” (2010, p. 72). Further evidenced in survey responses 
from over 300 Japanese university students and 82 lecturers, 
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Matsuura, Chiba, and Hilderbrant found a common view that 
“group work and paired activities are appropriate for Japanese 
students”, and many participants further “supported the ideas 
that working in a group is more effective than individual work” 
(2001, p.79). 

Nonetheless, there can be drawbacks to group work, as well. 
“Students may feel resentment if a group member does not 
adequately contribute to a particular assignment, or, a student 
within a group may become overly dominant and prevent others 
from contributing to decision-making processes” (Yale Poorvu 
Center, 2017, para. 2). In Koh & Hill (2009), the following 
limitations of group work in online courses were identified by 
participants: difficulty understanding goals/objectives, lack of a 
sense of community, difficulty with communication, lack of 
accountability, lack of time, lack of feedback, lack of adequate 
subject knowledge, lack of leadership, and difficulty with 
technology (p.82). While the “difficulty with technology” is specific 
to online learning, most of these limitations could also apply to 
group work in a traditional face-to-face class. 
 

2. Procedure 
2.1 The Research Question  
The students’ lack of preparation for the sudden shift to online 

learning in the spring of 2020 was concerning and led the course 
instructor to abandon the teamwork-oriented methods used in  
previous years. Therefore, this study aims to answer the 
following: How much does team/group work – or lack thereof – 
affect students’ perceived level of difficulty of a course, their 
ability to enjoy a course, and their grades? 

It is impossible to isolate team or group work as an 
independent variable since many changes occurred during the 
2020 academic year. Nonetheless, the researcher was curious to 
see if not giving students group projects would make a difference 
in students’ perceptions and performance in the course. For the 
purpose of this study, “teamwork” and “group work” are used 
interchangeably. 
 
   2.2 The Course 

The course examined in this study is a content-based business 
English course on entrepreneurship. The course was taught in the 
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spring term of 2018, 2019 and 2020, the latter of which was an 
asynchronous online class. Both the online and traditional 
versions of the courses were designed to allow students to build 
their own companies from concepts, to business plans, to websites 
and video commercials. All students were assessed on their 
efforts in business planning, understanding of course concepts, 
ability to explain their ideas in both written and spoken English, 
and  their presentation skills. 
 

2.3. Adaption of the Course for Asynchronous Online Learning 
The rationale for asynchronous learning without a group work 

component was due to the lack of technological resources and 
skills that the students possessed at the time the online version 
of course began in April of 2020. An online survey was given to 
students two weeks prior to the 2020 spring semester began.  Out 
of 32 registered for the course, 31 students responded. All wrote 
that they had unlimited internet access, but 4 had only a smart 
phone, no tablet or computer. 19 reported they did not know how 
to use their smart phone camera or webcam well, and 5 answered, 
“No, I don’t have a camera or I can’t use it all.” 16 students did 
not know how to use their smart phone or computer microphone 
well, and 7 answered, “No, I don’t have a microphone or I can’t 
use it all.” 9 had never made a video call, “such as on Skype, LINE, 
WeChat, etc.” Therefore, individualized and asynchronous 
instruction seemed the most practical and fair.  

The main difference between the online and traditional classes 
is that students in traditional classes created companies in 
groups of four to five, whereas the students in the online class 
were to create companies independently, and teamwork was 
removed from evaluation criteria. The online class participants 
were expected to create and give presentations on their own 
instead of in groups. They were also supposed to make either a 
website or commercial video on their own. The traditional course 
students were expected to create a website or commercial video 
with one to two other students. 
   Another difference was the traditional course curriculum had 
the below 8 units, whereas the online version of the course 
included only the first five of these units: 

1. Introduction to entrepreneurship, benefits to working for 
oneself 

87



 
2. Having a solid business plan, clear purpose, defined target 

audience 
3. Types of businesses, licenses and the law 
4. Financing, funding and capital 
5. Establishing a customer base: Marketing & advertising 
6. Managing human resources* 
7. Troubleshooting problems* 
8. Case studies of various entrepreneurs* 

The reasons for reducing the course units were to give the 
students more time to adjust to online courses and due to the fact 
that they did not have group members’ assistance and support. 
Therefore, the students in the online class were evaluated on 
their progress with three fewer units than the traditional class 
students. 

While the amount of work was adjusted in the online course to 
offset the lack of group work, the same quality of work was 
expected of each individual student. The grading criteria was the 
same for both the traditional and online versions of the course 
with regard to tests and their creation of a website or CM video. 
The presentation criteria, however, had a teamwork component 
for the traditional classes’ students, so they were also assessed on 
their ability to work on projects in groups. Students in the online 
class were not free of interaction with classmates, but those 
interactions were asynchronous on Flipgrid and the discussion 
forum on the interactive course website, and less frequent than 
the interaction among classmates in the traditional classes. 
Therefore, the assessment of the online class students was 
primarily on their progress developing their individual 
businesses.  
    Furthermore, for the online course, all instructions from the 
teacher were written on the course website and/or explained on 
YouTube and Flipgrid, all mediums which can be viewed multiple 
times, as opposed to many oral instructions given by the teacher 
in the traditional classroom settings in 2018 and 2019. 
 

2.4 The Participants 
All participants in the study and in this course on 

entrepreneurship were first-year students in the Faculty of 
Business Administration. Participant numbers were 28, 27, and 
27 for the 2018, 2019 and 2020 classes, respectively. The 
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participants were primarily Japanese, but there were also some 
participants of a few other nationalities. In addition, the 
participants had a TOEIC ITP score of at least 600, a CEFR B1 
proficiency equivalent (ETS, 2019), a higher level than that of the 
average student in the Faculty of Business Administration at 
Toyo University.   

 
2.5 The Survey Given to Participants 
At the end of each semester, the instructor requests that 

students fill out a survey to gauge how they perceive the overall 
concept and difficulty level of the content and English language 
medium of the course. As evident in the appendix, the survey was 
not intended to focus on group work, and thus did not specifically 
ask about group work or teamwork. However, the topic of group 
work or teamwork emerged from the majority of the participants’ 
open-ended responses to questions 10 and 11 concerning what 
they liked most or least about the course. Furthermore, the 
additional question about Flipgrid was added for the 2020 class. 
 

3. Survey Results 
  Figure I. The multiple choice survey questions relevant to this 
study are #2,4,6,7,8, and median and mean responses are listed. 

 Class 
Questions: 2018 2019 2020 

median mean median mean median mean 
#2: Course videos’ 
helpfulness in 
understanding the 
subject matter 

2 2 2 1.7 2 1.8 
“Yes, most 

videos” 
 

“Yes, most 
videos” 

 

“Yes, most 
videos” 

 
#4:Course videos’ 
helpfulness in 
English language 
listening practice 

2 1.8 2 1.7 1 1.7 
“Yes, most 

videos” 
 

“Yes, most 
videos” 

 

“Yes, all/most 
videos” 

 
#6: Tests’ 
appropriateness 
with regard to 
one's English 
language ability 

1 1.5 1 1.1 1 1.2 
 

“Yes, a good 
level for me.” 

 
“Yes, a good 
level for me.” 

 
“Yes, a good 
level for me.” 

#7: Presentations’ 
appropriateness 
with regard to 
one's English 
language ability 

1 1.3 1 1.2 1 1.3 
 

“Yes, a good 
level for me.” 

 
“Yes, a good 
level for me.” 

 
“Yes, a good 
level for me.” 

#8: Overall 
concept of the 
course good 
experience? 

1 1.1 1 1.1 1 1.2 
 

“Yes” 
 

 
“Yes” 

 

 
“Yes” 
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Figure I. shows question #2’s median and mean responses in all 
three classes equate to “Yes, most videos were helpful in 
understanding the subject matter.” The median response in all 
classes is 2, and the mean responses are 2.0, 1.7 and 1.8 for the 
2018, 2019 and 2020 classes, respectively. In response to question 
#4, the median of 2 in the 2018 and 2019 class and the mean of 
1.8, 1.7 and 1.7 in the 2018, 2019 and 2020 classes, respectively, 
equate to “Yes, most videos were helpful in English language 
listening practice”, but the median response of 1 in the 2020 class 
equates to “Yes, all videos were helpful in English language 
listening practice”.  In response to questions #6 and #7, the 
median response in all classes is 1, and the mean responses range 
from 1.1 to 1.5, exhibiting that participants found both the tests 
and presentations to be an appropriate or “good” level with regard 
to one's own English language ability. Lastly, in response to 
question #8, the median response in all classes is 1, and the mean 
responses were 1.1, 1.1, and 1.2 for the 2018, 2019 and 2020 
classes, respectively, showing that most participants viewed the 
overall concept of the course as a good experience. 
 
   Figure II. Students’ perceived difficulty level of the course 

Figure II. reveals 20 out of 27 respondents in the 2020 course 
commented on some aspect(s) of the course being difficult in 
response to survey questions #10 and/or #11. Similar comments 
about the difficulty of the course in the 2018 and 2019 class 
surveys were written by 8/28 and 12/27 respondents, respectively.  
 
   Figure III. Students’ ability to enjoy the course 

 Class 
In response to Questions #10 and/or #11 2018 2019 2020 

n=28  n=27  n=27 

Students who commented about some aspect of the 
course being “difficult” or “hard” 

 
8 

 
12 

 
20 

 Class 
In response to Questions #10 and/or #11 2018 2019 2020 

n=28  n=27  n=27 

Students who commented about some aspect of 
the course being “fun”, “enjoyable”, “great” or 
they “loved” it 

6 4 7 
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Figure III. illustrates that some students went as far to write in 
response to survey questions #10 and/or #11 that the course was 
“enjoyable”, “fun”, “great” or they “loved” it. Such comments 
appeared in 6/28, 4/27, and 7/27 students’ responses in the 
surveys for the 2018, 2019 and 2020 classes, respectively.   
 
   Figure IV. Mention of group or team work in response to the 
open-ended survey questions #10 and #11 

Figure IV. shows that group work was mentioned as a positive 
experience by more than half of the students in the 2018 and 2019 
classes – 17/28 and 14/27 participants, respectively. However, a 
few participants in each of the two traditional classes viewed 

 Class 
Open-ended responses to Questions #10 and/or 

#11, summarized 
2018 2019 2020 
n=28 n=27 n=27 

Liked group work more than other aspects of the 
course  10 7 NA 

Other positive comment(s) about group work  7 7 NA 

Did not like having just 1 group, instead wanted 
to talk to a variety of students  2 0 NA 

Thought they should have chosen group 
members more carefully 1 3 NA 

Liked group work, but also thought group work 
was difficult  1 1 NA 

No mention of group work  7 9 NA 

Liked Flipgrid NA NA NA 

Liked watching others on Flipgrid, but not 
making one’s own video NA NA 5 

Liked Flipgrid, but also wanted group projects NA NA 1 

Wanted group project(s)  (no mention of Flipgrid) NA NA 2 

Liked Flipgrid, but also wanted synchronous 
online f2f interaction with classmates (Zoom) NA NA 2 

Wanted synchronous online f2f interaction with 
classmates (no mention of Flipgrid) NA NA 2 

No mention of any interaction with classmates NA NA 5 
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some aspects of group work as negative. Lastly, 7/28 and 9/27 
participants, for the 2018 and 2019 classes, respectively, did not 
mention group work at all. As there were no group work activities 
in the 2020 class, there were no experiences regarding group work 
in the class with which those participants referred. 
 
    Figure V.  The median and mean student grade totals 

Figure V. grades were calculated using students’ scores on tests, 
presentations, and website or video commercial creation (not 
Flipgrid or minor assignments, class participation, etc.).  The 
median grades ranged from 78.9% to 81.8%, approximately 3 
percentage points, between the three courses. The mean grades 
ranged from 78.5% to 80.5%, approximately 2 percentage points, 
between the three courses. 
 

4. Analysis of Results 
With regard to the responses to multiple-choice questions 

2,4,6,7, and 8 shown in Figure I., one can see little difference 
between the median and mean responses of the three classes. The 
majority of participants in all three classes reported that most of 
the videos were helpful in both understanding the content and as 
English language listening practice, the tests and presentations 
were for the most part appropriate for their English language 
ability, and the concept of the course was a good experience for 
most students. There are clearly no notable differences between 
the three classes with regard to multiple choice question 
responses. 
    While the responses to the multiple-choice questions by 
students in all three classes demonstrate that most of them feel 
the language and content of the course are appropriate for their 
level, 20 out of 27 respondents in the online (2020) class 
commented on some aspect(s) of the course being difficult in 
response to the open-ended questions #10 and #11. In fact, such 
comments about difficulty appear a lot more with the online class 
than the two traditional classes (2018 and 2019). Even though 

Class: 2018 2019 2020 
n=28 n=27 n=27 

median 79.1% 78.9% 81.8% 

mean 78.9% 78.5% 80.5% 
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there are no notable differences between the three classes with 
regard to comments about how much they enjoyed the course, 
they do show notable differences with regard to the perceived 
difficulty level of the course. These findings support a positive 
correlation between the absence of group work and the greater 
perceived difficulty, but do not support any correlation – positive 
or negative – between the absence of group work and students’ 
ability to enjoy a course. 

Further pertaining to the open-ended responses to questions 10 
and 11, far more participants in the 2018 and 2019 classes viewed 
group work as a positive rather than a negative experience. With 
the absence of group work in the 2020 class, the classmate 
interaction method of Flipgrid was viewed by more participants 
as positive rather than a negative experience. However, there 
were still a few participants who mentioned that they wanted to 
do group work/projects, and a few that wanted to have face-to-
face synchronous interaction with classmates, such as on Zoom or 
Webex. As a result, one can surmise that most students place high 
value on group work and other forms of classmate interaction. 

In addition, the students’ grades in the 2020 online class were 
slightly higher on average than in the previous two classes, but 
there was not a notable difference in grade percentages. 
Therefore, it cannot be said that group work, or the lack thereof, 
was a factor in student performance. 
 

5. Discussion 
Revisiting the research question, the first part is, “How much 

does team/group work – or lack thereof – affect students’ 
perceived level of difficulty of a course?” Granted, the mean and 
median responses to the multiple-choice questions for all classes 
do show that the majority of students feel the language and 
content are appropriate for their level. Nonetheless, there were 
notably more “It’s so difficult” comments in survey responses of 
the participants in the online class compared with the two 
traditional classes, so it is important to discuss why that might 
be. It is hard to know how much of that difference was due to the 
absence of group work or just students struggling with the 
technology, online medium, etc. Despite the adaptations to the 
2020 class to make it more manageable online and for the 
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individual, these participants essentially had less to learn than 
previous years’ participants, but seemed to struggle more.  

Not only were there were many “It’s so difficult” comments in 
their survey responses, but throughout the semester many of the 
online class participants were frequently emailing the instructor 
about their concerns and asking for extra help.  It is not possible 
to compare this exact frequency with that of the other two classes 
because instead of emailing, those students more often asked for 
help while in the classroom. From the instructor’s recollection, 
students did not seem to struggle with the difficulty level of the 
course in the traditional classes nearly as much as students in the 
online class. Adjusting to the online medium is likely one major 
factor in students’ stress levels, but not having classmates to ask 
questions of, or get help from, is likely why the students turned 
to their instructor for assistance. Therefore, not only balancing 
out project tasks among group members, but also having the 
opportunity to interact with classmates, would likely help 
students get clarification and feel more at ease.   

The second part of the research question is, “How much does 
team/group work – or lack thereof – affect students’ ability to 
enjoy a course?” The atmosphere of a traditional classroom with 
group work on a regular basis can seem friendlier than an online 
class with no group work component. Perhaps that friendly 
atmosphere can give a more positive impression of the course in 
general, and therefore, even the aspects of the course unrelated 
to interaction with classmates and the instructor, such as the 
tests, can be viewed as more enjoyable or positive, simply by 
association, despite those aspects of the course being no different 
between the traditional and online classes. However, there was 
no evidence of this hypothesis in the participants’ comments 
about enjoying the course, as there was no notable difference 
between the three courses with regard to enjoyability. This 
illustrates that the absence of group work did not necessarily 
mean the course was less fun.   

The third part of the research question is, “How much does 
team/group work – or lack thereof – affect students’ grades?” 
Although not a notable difference in student grades, the slight 
increase in the 2020 class median and mean could be due to the 
above-mentioned differences in the workload and instructional 
methods between the online and traditional classes.  It could also 
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be due to the instructor reacting to the struggles of the students 
in the online course. Although the instructor tried to be as 
objective as possible in grading, the steep learning curve with 
technology and online learning that the students faced, among 
other major lifestyle changes during the pandemic, was hard to 
ignore. 

The facts that many students in the 2018 and 2019 classes 
brought up group work in their responses, when group work was 
not specifically asked about, and further that most of those 
comments were of a positive nature, are important to note. Both 
are evidence of the value the majority of students place on group 
work. 

Finally, the instructor held Zoom meetings each week during 
class time for the 2020 online class, but it was optional and not 
part of the grade, and thus the attendance was quite low. 
Students who attempted to Zoom with the teacher soon learned 
that other students were not attending, so it became a tool to 
communicate with the instructor alone, not with classmates. 
Classmate-to-classmate interaction was primarily on Flipgrid 
and the discussion forum on the class homepage. Flipgrid was 
also specifically asked about in the 2020 class survey. Therefore, 
Flipgrid was mentioned in many of the 2020 class participants’ 
responses to the open-ended questions #10 and #11. The fact that 
Flipgrid was, more often than not, mentioned in a positive light 
is noteworthy. This further demonstrates that the majority of 
students place value not just on group work, but on classmate 
interaction in general. 
 

6. Conclusion 
The results of this study shaped the instructor’s views when 

approaching the fourth time teaching this content-based business 
English course on entrepreneurship in the fall semester of 2020. 
Given the mainly positive impressions of group work and 
classmate interaction, and that perhaps some students struggle 
less when working with classmates on projects, students in the 
fall of 2020 class were given a choice between group and 
individual projects. 15/25 students chose to work on the projects 
in groups and 10 choose to work independently, so the students 
are divided in their desire to engage in group projects. In addition, 
since students have had time to get over the learning curve and 
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adjust to online learning from home via various platforms, it has 
now become possible to have a more balanced approach of 
alternating each week between synchronous instruction using 
Zoom and asynchronous on-demand assignments like Flipgrid 
videos. 
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Appendix   
 
Entrepreneurship Course: Final Questionnaire 
 
Please first review the topics we learned in this course by 
looking over class materials, and then answer the following 
questions. 
 
I. Please put the topics in order of  "Most Useful/ Informative/ 
Interesting" to "Least Useful/ Informative/Interesting" 

1. Introduction to entrepreneurship, benefits to working for 
oneself 

2. Having a solid business plan, clear purpose, defined target 
audience 

3. Types of businesses, licenses and the law 
4. Financing, funding and capital 
5. Establishing a customer base: Marketing & advertising 
6. Managing human resources* 
7. Troubleshooting problems* 
8. Case studies of various entrepreneurs* 

 
* The online class curriculum did not contain topics #6-8 above, 
so they were omitted from the options for the online course 
survey. 
 
II. Do you think the videos we listened to were helpful to 
understand the course contents? 

1.  Yes, all videos 
2.  Yes, most videos 
3.  Only some videos 
4.  No, most videos were not 
5.  No, none of the videos 

 
III. What was the reason for your answer in #2 above? Please 
explain. 
 
 

97



 

IV. Do you think the videos we listened to were helpful English 
language (listening) practice for you? 

1.  Yes, all videos 
2.  Yes, most videos 
3.  Only some videos 
4.  No, most videos were not 
5.  No, none of the videos 

 
V. What was the reason for your answer in #4 above? Please 
explain. (Also, if there was a specific video title you think was 
not good, please let me know.) 
  
 
VI. Do you think the tests were appropriate for your English 
language ability? 

1.  Yes, a good level for me. 
2.  No, too difficult. 
3.  Not, too easy. 

 
VII. Do you think the presentations were appropriate for your 
English language ability? 

1.  Yes, a good level for me. 
2.  No, too difficult. 
3.  Not, too easy. 

 
VIII. Do you think the concept of this course (learning about 
creating and running a company and then actually creating and 
running an original company) was a good experience for you 
overall? 

1.  Yes 
2.  Kind of 
3.  No 

 
IX. What was the reason for your answer in #8 above? Please 
explain. 
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X. What did you like most about this class?  Please explain. 
 
 
XI. What did you like least about this class?  Please explain. 
  
 
 
***2020 class additional questions and answer choices: 
Do you think the flipgrid videos and responses were good 
speaking practice for you? 

1. Yes, helpful. 
2. No, not enough speaking practice. 
3. No, too much speaking practice. 
4. Other answer (please explain in the box below). 

 
What was the reason for your answer above? Please explain. 
 

（2021 年 1 月 3 日受理） 
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