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Abstract

Undergraduates in the University of Sri Jayewardenepura in Sri Lanka find it
challenging to achieve the outcome of improving business presentation skills
during their one-year Intensive English Course. In this study, we explored
whether different delivery modes (of face-to-face, online and blended) influ-
enced this outcome achievement. Three tutors with the same level of qualifi-
cations and service record were employed to evaluate the three groups of
students (N = 180) who practised thirty sessions of business presentations in
the face-to-face, online and blended modes in four batches from 2017 to
2020. A pre-test and a post-test were conducted to assess presentation skills.
The online group received their training fully online with no face-to-face
hours while the blended group received 70% of their practice online, with
30% in the physical classroom. The three groups showed the performance
improvements as Blended mean difference = 8.933, Online mean difference =
2.000 and the face-to-face mean difference = 5.267 showing a significant im-
provement in the blended mode group indicating an association between the
mode of learning and presentation skills which will be of use for the Business
Communication course developers in Sri Lanka in the future. This study, with
further confirmatory evidence, can have implications for improving Business
English presentation skills in the context of enhancing communication skills
in higher education.
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1. Introduction

Presentation skills have become crucial for working adults in Sri Lanka at
present than at any other time. Although some business professionals are with
great abilities and intelligence, they are usually judged in their society on how
well they make presentations. Targeting undergraduates, all 16 state universities
in the country have started offering English or Business Communication
courses. Many of those courses are designed to equip undergraduates with busi-
ness presentation skills and expect students to improve their public speaking
skills as well. Most of those courses are conducted in a face-to-face mode in tra-
ditional classroom settings while a few of them are conducted in fully online
mode. This study investigated how effective it would be if a blended mode of de-
livery was introduced instead of fully online or face-to-face modes of delivery in
Business Communication courses to practice presentation skills in the university

system of Sri Lanka.

2. Literature Review

Although technology-aided instruction can contribute to the improvement of
English as a Second Language (ESL) students’ proficiency [1], the traditional
face-to-face teaching is still reported to be able to outperform online teaching
because it attracts and creates interest in students [2]. However, according to
Driscoll [3], the blended learning model, which is a mode of delivery that com-
bines online digital media with traditional classroom methods can be success-
fully applied to adults’ learning in many disciplines.

It has been concluded through numerous surveys and reports that communi-
cation is one of the most important skills for career success [4]. According to the
GMAC [5] Corporate Recruiters Survey Report, communication skills rank
highest among the skills employers consider most important, followed by team-
work, technical skills, leadership skills, and managerial skills. Employers are
likely to choose job candidates with soft skills over those with hard/technical
skills [4] [6] and many business leaders expect higher learning institutions to
develop the communication skills of their students and provide them with in-
ternship and practical experience opportunities before they graduate [7]. As a
result of understanding the importance of communication skills for the success
of their students in the long term, many business schools include the develop-
ment of these skills in their curriculum [8] [9] [10]. As such, it has been reite-
rated that communication skills (oral, written, listening, and interpersonal) are
critical for productive performance in a professional environment, and many
employers look for communication skills in their new recruits. However, it has
been reported by employers and recruiters that many recent business graduates
come to the workplace lacking communication skills [10] [11], even though they
have adequate hard skills [3] [12].

The concept of communication in the business world is broad and complex

with different levels, such as individual, group, and organizational communica-
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tion [13]. Since communication can be general that can draw from many discip-
lines, business communication can be interpreted as including business writing,
business English, presentation skills, marketing communication, intercultural
communication, and negotiation [14]. Communication skills are critical for
productive performance in a professional workplace, and many employers look
for the skills in their new hires [15].

Strong communication skills have been seen as imperative in almost all facets
of life. The ability to communicate clearly and succinctly has become one of the
most important skills one can improve, given the constant meetings, presenta-
tions, emails, conferences, and networking events in the modern business set-
ting. Young and Murphy [16] reveal that business education should be sensitive
to the communication skills needs of business employees [17], written commu-
nication skills closely succeeding the problem-solving skills, and the ability to
work in teams—belong to the top three attributes that employers look for in a
candidate’s resume. Chen, Yao, and Kotha’s [18] study focuses on only two spe-
cific aspects of the impression made by a presentation—the perceived passion
and the preparedness of the presenter. Business English or business communica-
tion is a rapidly growing field within the area of English Language Teaching and
English for Specific Purposes (ESP) [19]. According to Dudley-Evans and John
[20], English for specific purposes, which is related to specific disciplines, is de-
signed to meet the specific needs of the learner. Oral presentation skills are es-
sential for employability and academic study because they lead students to enter
into debate and sustained reasoning. They also enable students to participate
fully in their learning, demonstrate their ability to communicate, and help them
prepare for their future work [21]. However, as educational environments have
changed with the rapid development of technology, especially during the
COVID-19 pandemic, for EFL students, it seems to be quite challenging to make
effective oral presentations without face-to-face communication between the
presenters and the audience. Therefore, in online education, the students may
require more presentation training practice where explicit, immediate, and sys-
tematic feedback from external sources (such as experts and peers) could be
provided [22].

We live in a society today, where technology has become a necessary tool that
is required for presenting information and improving of key competencies of the
students, for work, education, information, and contacts, and where e-learning
activities are a necessary part of the living style of the present young generation
[23]. The ability to present information effectively is an important skill that
higher education students should master [24]. Good presentation skills also offer
a particularly competitive advantage to students in business English majors, be-
cause it is an essential quality for career success [25]. Businesses expect em-
ployees to have strong communication and presentation competencies to be ef-
fective in their jobs. Producing employable graduates has become an important
criterion in higher education [26]. Although students in traditional face-to-face

programs have opportunities to practice presentation skills, the growth of online
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curricula creates issues with providing students the opportunities to develop oral
skills. Online presentation tools exist but mastering the technology may be dif-
ficult and requires careful planning, design, and implementation to be effective
[27].

According to [28], education experts and employers stress that most under-
graduates enter the job market without mastering good oral communication
competence, and therefore it is urgent that the training of students’ oral presen-
tation skills be incorporated into higher education [29]. In recent years, a few
scholars have started to investigate the impact of multimedia on the develop-
ment of student’s oral presentation skills They found that the intervention of
multimedia could indeed enhance a student’s performance, but aspects such as
eye contact and the use of filled pauses received progress only with teacher as-
sistance, indicating the important role of teachers in oral presentation training,
especially in a multimodal context [22].

Business Communication has been defined as sending and receiving of verbal
and non-verbal messages within the organizational context [30] [31] [32]. This
definition was expanded further, indicating that business communication is a
process of generating, transmitting, receiving, and interpreting messages in in-
terpersonal, group, public, and mass communication contexts through written
and verbal formats [33]. Hynes [34] stated that effective business communica-
tion is the key to planning, leading, organizing, and controlling the resources of
the organizations to achieve objectives, and may be formal or informal in nature
whilst Argenti [35] discussed the functional aspects of business communication,
highlighting that business communication functions include media relations,
online communications, marketing, special events, product/brand communica-
tions, crisis management, employee/internal communications, community rela-
tions, and product/brand advertising. Hence the expanse and importance of
business communication underscore the need for business education and busi-
ness to collaborate in preparing business majors for the workplace [36].

Presentation skills have gained attention both in higher education and among
business trainers, as they constitute one of the core competencies of a profes-
sional [37]. Effective communication skills are a sign of professionalism and
should be addressed as a key competency by educational institutions [38]. Oral
presentations are seen as one of the most important forms of public speaking
[39]. Courses aimed at teaching oral presentation skills are traditionally con-
ducted in a face-to-face environment, despite the remarkable growth of online
learning that has occurred in higher education. Many researchers highlight an
increased demand for online programs in the field of higher education although
few institutions are ready to offer this model to their students [40]. Undergra-
duates must hone their English language skills in the journey of becoming mar-
ketable graduates in a competitive business environment [41] and making oral
presentations is one of the important components of an English for Academic
Purposes (EAP) course [42]. The importance of preparing college graduates for
effective oral presentation and writing skills has been felt as academic and pro-
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fessional surveys have demonstrated the consistency of opinion that newly hired
or recruited college graduates lack the presentation skills for managerial or ad-
ministrative positions [43]. These concerns about inadequate academic prepara-
tion and skills deficiency in communication for performing major tasks were al-
so identified in many research studies [44] according to Ephraim [43]. Ephraim
[43] also pointed out that earlier studies [31] revealed the impact of inadequate
communication skills among employees and college graduates and stressed the
obvious need for interpersonal skills for business graduates seeking employment
in business and marketing environments. Academic researchers [45] [46] and
institutional studies [47] have re-evaluated the critical importance of interper-
sonal communication in domestic and global organizations. These studies have
determined that interpersonal competence greatly improves a candidate’s com-
petitive advantage in obtaining a position as well as improving the operations of
business [43]. This is especially critical for graduate students and for employees
in the process of changing jobs or applying for new or higher positions in or-
ganizations.

The increasing growth of online learning creates opportunities for language
learners to improve their academic proficiency. However, quite often, foreign
language educators claim that an online learning environment is not suitable for
developing students’ oral speaking proficiency [48]. Kenkel [39] points out that
online business courses often eliminate oral presentations from their curricula,
which creates a serious void in a student’s educational experience, although aca-
demics and practitioners have long agreed that communication skills are linked
to professional effectiveness. Russ [9] concluded that faculty must provide stu-
dents with the communication skills demanded by employers. Campbell [49]
found that oral presentations skills must be mastered to have a successful profes-
sional life; Grez, Valcke, and Roozen [50] concurred that higher education
should address this skill as a key competency, and Kennedy [51] noted research
from both business leaders and alumni claiming college graduates often lack
adequate oral communication skills. Cronin and Glen [52] confirmed this defi-
ciency.

Graham [53] defined “blended learning systems” as learning systems that
combine face-to-face instruction with computer-mediated instruction. Poon
[54] adds that the two delivery methods aim to complement each other. Cur-
rently, the use of the term blended learning involves combining Internet and
digital media with established classroom forms that require the physical
co-presence of teachers and students [55]. The concept of blended learning
works best when planned, and proactive measures are taken to look into the
problems that a teacher will encounter [56]. If properly implemented, blended
learning can result in improved student success, satisfaction, and retention [57].
As presentation skills are a critical competency for business students, other on-
line teachers should be encouraged to integrate an oral presentation unit into
their online courses. Further research is needed to determine how best to incor-

porate this element so it is taught across the board; however, student comments
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on the end-of-semester evaluations indicate oral communication skills can be
successfully taught online. According to Kenkel [39], traditional face-to-face
business courses generally include at least one oral presentation in their curri-
culum, but this is not the case in most online business courses. Despite the do-
cumented importance of oral presentation skills, faculty often eliminates this
component when business courses are taught online. The difficulty of teaching
presentation skills online is one of the obstacles to developing an effective online
business communication course. Kenkel [39] further reiterates that, given the
rapid growth in online programs, this deficiency could have serious conse-
quences for business graduates.

A business presentation is usually evaluated by the following criteria: structure
(introduction, conclusion, and organization), vocal qualities, extra-linguistic
features (eye contact, body language, appearance of the speaker), and visuals
[39]. As Kenkel [39] further elicited, online business communication courses
should require students to prepare and present professional presentations. In
addition, all online courses should consider adding such an element to teach
professional speaking across the curriculum. The technology is readily available
and proven pedagogy can easily be implemented to effectively accomplish this
task. Kenkel [39] further points out that, as online courses continue to be scruti-
nized for quality, important skills such as oral presentations can no longer
simply be overlooked or eliminated from the curriculum because it appears too
difficult or cumbersome to integrate into the class.

The majority of public speaking courses include online components as well as
traditional face-to-face classroom interaction [58]. Blended learning is a valuable
concept that can be used to more successfully achieve teaching goals and it al-
lows students to develop and practice English language skills outside the class-
room [59]. Wang et al. [60] support the idea that blended learning is the most
beneficial means of teaching. Fully online courses tend to neglect one of the
most important components of a public speech: the audience [58]. Therefore,
Crosthwaite et al [48] reiterate that classroom-based seminars are seen as a way
to provide students with an opportunity to experience real-time communication
and focus on its extra-linguistic features (body language, interactive skills, eye
contact). The age-old method of lecture or face-to-face interaction does not be-
come irrelevant but needs to be in semblance with the present environment of
learning and teaching [56]. In today’s world technology has a definitive part in
the lives of students be it in the classroom or outside, therefore teaching plans
need to have technology and learners need to be adept in them for technolo-
gy-based skill is a valid and mandatory industry skill [56]. In the coming years as
learners and the faculty are going to use and create a semblance of technology it

is bound to grow more in the classroom as learning tools [56].

3. Methodology

The main objective of this study was to compare undergraduates’ performance
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in making business presentations in the blended learning (BL), face-to-face and
online modes of delivery in the University of Sri Jayewardenepura in Sri Lanka.
The setting was made at the Business Communication Unit in the Faculty of
Management Studies and Commerce in the University of Sri Jayewardenepura in
Sri Lanka. All the participants and other persons involved were aware of this re-
search and consented in writing for their information to be used. The total sam-
ple of this study consisted of 180 students, both male and female, (age: 21 to 23
years) who were randomly selected from the students who entered the Faculty in
the years 2017, 2018, 2019 and 2020. The study was conducted in four years tak-
ing 45 participants for each year. The students were randomly assigned into
three groups, assessed for their pre presentation performance, which was rec-
orded as pre-test scores, and instructed to practise the given presentation topics
in three different modes of learning, blended, face-to-face and online over four
months. Post assessment was done at the end of the four months period in each
year by the same evaluators. The online and blended practising were carried on
using a Zoom platform. The students were grouped using Breakout Rooms on
Zoom for discussion. The same topics, during the same time were practised by
the participants in the face-to-face mode in their physical classrooms. The en-
tirely online group practised their presentations fully online over Zoom and they
were not given an opportunity to meet in a physical learning environment.
Blended mode group practised 70% of their assigned time online and the balance
30% in their face-to-face classrooms.

The study focused on three research questions.

1) What level of achievement is made by the students learning in the
face-to-face mode in improving presentation skills?

2) What level of achievement is made by the students learning in the fully on-
line mode in improving presentation skills?

3) What level of achievement is made by the students learning in the blended
mode in improving presentation skills?

Pre and posttest were conducted by assigning students to make a presentation
on a given topic. Assessment was done by the same three evaluators both at the
pre and posttests. Presentation topics were randomly chosen by the researchers
from the given list of topics in the students’ course manual. The same topic was
given to the students in each group and was instructed to prepare for a ten
minute-presentation. They were given only 30 minutes to prepare at each test.

After the pretest, the three groups were intervened in three different modes of
learning as described in Table 1.

Three Tutors of English who have a similar level of qualifications in teaching
and similar number of years in teaching profession were assigned to assess the
three groups of students who practised presentations in three different modes at
the pre and posttests. In that way their influence on results was guarded. Au-
thors were not evaluators at any stage of the study. The researcher hypothesized
the same level of outcome from all three groups at the end of the course. The
data was analyzed using paired sample t test in the SPSS Version 22.0.
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Table 1. Strategies used to teach the three groups.

Study  Strategies utilized for the three groups in each year

Grou;
P Course Content

Practicing method

Assessment criteria

Online  Ten topics relevant to annual
budget of a company were
given by the Tutors.

Blended Same ten topics were
administered.

Face- Same ten topics were
to-face  administered.

Ten sessions, each with two-hour duration, were
allocated on Zoom. No face-to-face interaction was
allowed. Students were grouped in to three groups
using Breakout Rooms.

Seven topics were practised over Zoom while three
topics were practised in the physical classroom.

Ten sessions, each with two-hour duration, were
allocated in the face-to-face classroom. No online
interaction was allowed for presentation practice.

Three Tutors assessed each individual before
and after the four months practising period.
Average score was calculated for the online
group.

Three Tutors assessed each individual before
and after the four months practising period.
Average score was calculated for the blended
group.

Three Tutors assessed each individual before
and after the four months practising period.
Average score was calculated for the

face-to-face group.

4. Discussion

The study results show that there is a significant difference between the mean
scores of the pre and post tests conducted for each group of participants assess-
ing their presentation skills in all four years. However, the improvement of the
participants who practised presentation skills through the mode of blended
learning was the highest compared to their counterparts in all four years.

The mean score difference between the pre and post-tests of the blended
group is the highest (8.933) in 2017 (Table 2), compared to online (2.000) and
face-to-face (5.267) groups.

The mean score difference between the pre and post-tests of the blended
group is the highest (4.533) in 2018 (Table 3), compared to online (3.400) and
face-to-face (3.800) groups.

The mean score difference between the pre and post-tests of the blended
group is the highest (4.667) in 2019 (Table 4), compared to online (1.200) and
face-to-face (3.600) groups.

The mean score difference between the pre and post-tests of the blended
group is the highest (5.067) in 2020 (Table 5), compared to online (2.000) and
face-to-face (3.667) groups.

As shown in Table 6, the overall mean score difference between the pre and
post-tests of the blended group is the highest (5.800), compared to the online
(2.150) and face-to-face (4.082) groups when all four years were considered.

The results of this study are consistent with the results of a recent study con-
ducted to see the effectiveness of using the blended mode instead of the tradi-
tional face-to-face mode in transferring communication skills to pre-university
science students in Canada [61]. The results further show that the students in the
blended group perform significantly better than their counterparts in the chosen
field of study. The findings of a previous study conducted with the same subjects
assessing their achievements in business English vocabulary [62] are also consis-

tent with the findings of the present study.
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However, there were some limitations to the study. The sample was limited to
180 participants and the study was conducted only in one university in the

country limiting the generalizability in its findings.

Table 2. Paired mean results for the three groups of performance in 2017.

95% Confidence Interval of

Mean Std. Std. Error the Difference ¢ af Sig.
Deviation Mean (2-tailed)
Lower Upper
Pair 1 Online Posttest - Online Pretest 2.000 1.069 0.276 1.408 2.592 7.246 14 0.000
Pair 2 F2F_PostTest - F2F_PreTest 5.267 2.086 0.539 4.111 6.422 9.777 14 0.000
Pair 3 Blended_PostT - Blended_PreT 8.933 1.335 0.345 8.194 9.672 25926 14 0.000
Significance level p < 0.005.
Table 3. Paired mean results for the three groups of performance in 2018.
Paired Differences
95% Confidence Interval of ¢ daf Sig.
Mean Std. Std. Error the Difference (2-tailed)
Deviation Mean
Lower Upper
Pair 1 Online Posttest - Online Pretest 3.400 5.717 1.476 0.234 6.566 2.303 14 0.037
Pair 2 F2F_PostTest - F2F_PreTest 3.800 5.130 1.324 0.959 6.641 2.869 14 0.012
Pair 3 Blended_PostT - Blended_PreT 4.533 4.838 1.249 1.854 7.213 3.629 14 0.003
Significance level p < 0.005.
Table 4. Paired mean results for the three groups of performance in 2019.
Paired Differences
95% Confidence Interval of ¢ daf Sig.
Mean Std. Std. Error the Difference (2-tailed)
Deviation Mean
Lower Upper
Pair 1 Online Posttest - Online Pretest 1.200 7.153 1.847 -2.761 5.161 0.650 14 0.526
Pair 2 F2F_PostTest - F2F_PreTest 3.600 5.902 1.524 0.332 6.868 2.363 14 0.033
Pair 3 Blended_PostT - Blended_PreT 4.667 3.457 0.893 2.752 6.581 5.228 14 0.000
Significance level p < 0.005.
Table 5. Paired mean results for the three groups of performance in 2020.
Paired Differences
95% Confidence Interval of ¢ af Sig.
Mean Std. Std. Error the Difference (2-tailed)
Deviation Mean
Lower Upper
Pair 1 Online Posttest - Online Pretest 2.000 3.891 1.005 -0.155 4.155 1.991 14 0.066
Pair 2 F2F_PostTest - F2F_PreTest 3.667 3.867 0.998 1.525 5.808 3.673 14 0.003
Pair 3 Blended_PostT - Blended_PreT 5.067 2.604 0.672 3.625 6.509 7.536 14 0.000

Significance level p < 0.005.
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Table 6. Overall paired mean results for the three groups from 2017-2020.

Paired Differences

95% Confidence Interval of ¢ daf Sig.
Mean Std. Std. Error the Difference (2-tailed)
Deviation Mean
Lower Upper
Pair 1 Online Posttest - Online Pretest 2.1500 0.91469 0.45735 0.69452 3.60548 4.701 3 0.018
Pair 2 F2F_PostTest - F2F_PreTest 4.0825 0.78936 0.39468 2.82645 5.33855 10.344 3 0.002
Pair 3 Blended_PostT - Blended_PreT 5.8000 2.09917 1.04959 2.45975 9.14025 5.526 3 0.012

Significance level p < 0.005.

5. Conclusions

The findings of the study provide evidence to support the fact that the blended
mode can be successfully used to support students to improve their business
communication skills, especially the presentation skills. This could be due to, as
Wang [60] says, the blended learning method provides more opportunities for
acquiring new knowledge, sub-skills, and successful learning habits.

Although the sample chosen for the present study is limited to 45, the results
of this study will be of use to the authorities of Higher Educational Institutes in-
cluding Universities that expect to commence or continue Business Communi-
cation courses with blended mode of delivery. In addition, through the findings
of this study, the future adult students who wish to upgrade their presentation
skills by following a Business English course in the blended mode would be be-
nefitted. The same study can be replicated in a different setting at a different
time or for different subjects in order to compare the outcome of different pe-
dagogies.

Raw data were generated at the University of Sri Jayewardenepura in Sri Lan-
ka. Derived data supporting the findings of this study are available from the cor-

responding authors on request.
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