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Abstract

correct for each question in 2019 and 2020.

Background: We appraised the effectiveness of online (Zoom) delivery versus live campus-based delivery of lectures
in biochemistry and genetics courses and assessed the security of remote versus campus-administered exams.

Methods: Participants were 601 students entering Michigan State University College of Osteopathic Medicine in
2019 or 2020. The former cohort completed courses and exams on campus, while the latter completed courses online
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. For the biochemistry and genetics courses, the same lecturers delivered the same
content and used identical exam questions for assessments in 2019 and 2020. The investigators compared percent

Results: This study found 84 of 126 (67%) of the questions yielded little difference (3% or less in % correct) between
live delivery and Zoom delivery. For questions whose % correct index differed by 4% or more, Zoom delivery yielded
a better performance for 16 questions (13%), while 19 questions (15%) showed live lectures performed better. Seven
of the questions (6%) had an identical mode of delivery in 2019 and 2020 (e.g,, self-study exercise). These served as
“‘control questions”for which equivalent student performance was expected. The 126 questions analyzed spanned a
wide range in the % correct index, from 60% correct to >90% correct.

Conclusions: The results suggest that Zoom and on-campus delivery of the content in biochemistry and genetics
yielded similar achievement of course objectives. The high concordance, between 2019 and 2020, of the % correct for
individual questions also speaks to exam security including online proctoring.

Keywords: Assessment outcomes, In-person instruction, Online instruction, Undergraduate medical education

Background

The COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing require-
ments for social distancing have provoked a sea-change
in medical education in the pre-clerkship years: transi-
tion to remote learning (online lectures and small-group
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interactions), modifying hands-on clinical instruction,
and adaptation of testing environments for assessment. A
plethora of ideas and description of actual practices have
been put forth to convert curricula to online learning
and administer exams remotely [1, 2]. There are descrip-
tions, for example, on a “Quarantine Curriculum” [3], a
student-led development of a “COVID-19 Curriculum”
[4], as well as discussions on the role of medical students’
government [5] and opportunities to make changes to the
assessment of outcomes [6]. Some consequences of these
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changes, necessitated by the pandemic, have recently
been analyzed and reported, mostly in terms of surveys
regarding subjective feelings and impressions regarding
the pandemic’s effect on student learning and outcomes
[7-9]. Our study, however, used individual assessment
items to measure student performance outcomes based
on modes of content delivery used prior to and during
the pandemic.

When COVID-19 cases emerged in Michigan during
the spring of 2020, Michigan State University College
of Osteopathic Medicine (MSUCOM) changed its cam-
pus-based lecture delivery to virtual delivery of lectures
via Zoom webinars or meetings. The instructional team
for two first-year courses in biochemistry and molecu-
lar biology (BMB) recognized the unique opportunity to
compare the effectiveness of the two modes of content
delivery: campus-based versus online. The team made a
conscious decision to maintain the same lecturers deliv-
ering the same content and used identical exam ques-
tions to assess that content so that student performance
on individual assessment items could be compared across
cohorts. While the transition to online instruction and
assessment was a necessity due to the pandemic, there
may be positive aspects of online learning to consider
and perhaps adopt to some extent even after the pan-
demic [10]. The researchers wished to determine whether
online learning was as effective as methods of delivery
traditionally used in our program.

Prior studies on comparing on-campus versus virtual/
online delivery of content have yielded mixed results.
Several studies tout superior outcomes using e-learning
[11-13]. Other studies indicate traditional campus-
based classrooms yield better assessment outcomes [14,
15]. Still other studies suggest there is no difference in
the learning outcomes based the two learning formats
[16, 17]. In the present paper, we report the analysis of
first-year medical students’ performance in terms of the
degree of difficulty of individual assessment items. The
comparison was made to determine the effect, if any,
of Zoom-based delivery of lectures in the 2020 cohort
relative to campus-based delivery of the same content
in 2019. The data and analysis may be of interest to stu-
dents, faculty, and administrators who experienced the
pandemic as well as those involved in post pandemic cur-
riculum development regarding the value of incorporat-
ing online learning modalities.

Methods

Subjects and inclusion criteria

This study compared the exam performance of first-
year osteopathic medical students enrolled at MSU-
COM in biochemistry (BMB 516; Semester 1) and in
molecular biology and genetics (BMB 528; Semester 2) at
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MSUCOM. The comparison was made to determine the
effect, if any, of virtual (Zoom-based) delivery of lectures
necessitated by the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 for the
Class of 2024, relative to campus-based lecture delivery
in 2019 for the Class of 2023. Each year, the entering class
consisted of approximately 300 students, with approxi-
mately 200 located at the East Lansing (EL) site, 50 at
Detroit Medical Center (DMC) site, and 50 at Macomb
University Center (MUC). All three sites follow a uni-
fied curriculum. The inclusion criterion was osteopathic
medical students with enrollment and completion of the
two BMB courses in either 2019 or 2020, resulting in a
sample size of 301 in 2019 and 300 in 2020.

Ethics approval

This study was a retrospective analysis of student grades
and admissions data. The data was deidentified and used
in aggregate. All of the data is associated with standard
educational activities in the College of Osteopathic Med-
icine. The Michigan State University Institutional Review
Board on Human Subjects has approved this study (IRB
number 00005873).

Instrument of measurement

In 2019, we delivered lectures in on-campus classrooms;
in 2020, we delivered them virtually via Zoom webinars
(see Lecture Delivery, below). The same lecturers deliv-
ered the same content with very minor exceptions, and
we used identical exam questions to assess the same con-
tent. For each question, we compared the % correct in
the item analysis report of ExamSoft (see Examinations,
below). The % correct parameter is calculated as the
number of examinees who answered an item correctly
divided by the total number of respondents for that item
multiplied by 100. This statistic provides an indicator of
the degree of difficulty of the question, where the lower
the value of % Correct, the more difficult the question
was for the students.

Item difficulty is relevant for determining whether stu-
dents have learned the concept being tested. It also plays
an important role in the ability of an item to discrimi-
nate between students who know the tested material and
those who do not [18]. The mathematical basis for this
conclusion has been analyzed by Lord [19].

There were 159 questions administered in six exams
within the BMB 516 and BMB 528 courses (last column,
Table 1). Some of the questions in each examination
did not lend themselves to a direct comparison, either
because of a slight change in wording necessitated from
student feedback in 2019 or because the mode of delivery
did not involve lectures. These questions were grouped
under “Other” (Column 6) in Table 1. We compared stu-
dent performance in 2019 versus 2020 for 126 questions,
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Table 1 Classification and number of questions: 2019 versus 2020 exams®

Exam Category Categoryll3% or Categorylll4%or  CategorylV4%or Other  Number Total Number
| (control less difference more 2019<2020 more 2019>2020 Compared
questions)

BMB 516, Exam 1 1 15 3 4 10 23 33

BMB 516, Exam 2 0 19 4 4 6 27 33

BMB 528, Exam 1 0 16 3 2 0 21 21

BMB 528, Exam 2 2 14 1 3 4 20 24

BMB 528, Exam 3 3 12 1 3 5 19 24

BMB 528 Exam4 1 8 4 3 8 16 24

Total 7 84 16 19 33 126 159

Category | --- The mode of delivery of content examined in these questions was identical in 2019 and 2020 (e.g., via assigned reading material or self-study exercise).

These served as our Control Questions

Category Il --- There was a difference of 3% or less in % Correct between 2019 and 2020

Category Il --- There was a difference of 4% or more in % Correct, with 2020 Zoom delivery showing a better performance or higher % Correct than 2019 on-campus

delivery (2019<2020)

Category IV --- There was a difference of 4% or more in % Correct, with 2019 on-campus delivery showing a better performance or higher % Correct than 2020 Zoom

delivery (2019>2020)

Other --- Questions for which performance in the 2 years cannot be easily compared, either because of a change in the wording of a particular question or because
the mode of content delivery was altered (e.g., a self-study exercise in 2019 was replaced by a lecture in 2020)

2 In Categories | - 1V, identical questions were used to assess the same content

accounting for ~80% of the examination questions used
in both years (“Number Compared’, Table 1).

For seven of the questions we analyzed, the mode of
delivery of content was identical in 2019 and 2020 (e.g.,
assigned reading or self-study exercise); these served as
our “control questions” (Category I, Table 1) for which
we expected student performance to be the same from
year to year. Indeed, the % Correct was within 3% of each
other for six of these questions. One question yielded 57%
Correct in 2019 versus 68% Correct in 2020, representing
the lone exception. The standard error of the mean for %
Correct of all 14 control questions (seven from each year)
was 3.63. Since the standard error of the mean represents
a measure of the dispersion of a sample around the popu-
lation mean (e.g., how much variation would be expected
by random sampling of the population), we used 3% dif-
ference as the criterion in the groupings described in
Categories II-IV and reported under Results.

Examinations

During the first two semesters at MSUCOM, students are
assessed at regular intervals (2—4weeks) and each exam
contained assessment items from more than one course;
the number of questions in an exam reflected the number
of sessions of a particular course during that period. In
the two BMB courses, individual questions were gener-
ated by faculty members and tagged with instructional
objectives. After vetting by the course instructional team,
the Course Coordinator enters the questions into the
secure assessment platform ExamSoft (https://examsoft.
com/). The Semester Director then assembles an exam

from the question pool, and it is vetted a second time by
the Course Coordinators that have content on that exam.

ExamSoft allows for secure computer-based testing.
In 2019, the exams were conducted in on-campus class-
rooms with identification verification, in-person proc-
toring and other security measures (checking pockets
etc.). In 2020, the exams were conducted remotely using
ExamMonitor for virtual proctoring. ExamSoft reports
an item analysis of the questions used in a particular
examination. In this report, we focused on the “% Cor-
rect” parameter (as mentioned previously) as an indicator
of the degree of difficulty of the question; the lower the
value of % Correct, the more difficult the question was
for the students.

Statistical analysis of the data

Class averages, standard deviations, and standard error
of the mean were calculated using the Microsoft Excel
spreadsheet software. Chi-square analyses were carried
out using an online statistical analysis program (https://
www.socscistatistics.com/tests/chisquare2/default2.
aspx).

Lecture delivery

In both years, Semester 1 spanned 9weeks from June 15
through August 14; BMB 516 was a 1-credit course (a
combination of approximately 12 lectures and 5 activity
sessions), taught alongside an 8-credit anatomy course
and a 1l-credit epidemiology and biostatistics course.
In both years, BMB 528 (2-credit course consisting of a
combination of approximately 29 lectures and 3 activity
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sessions) spanned the first 8 weeks of Semester 2, during
which pathophysiology, immunology, and microbiology
courses were also ongoing.

In 2019, the mode of lecture delivery was in campus-
based classrooms. Each live lecture had a point of origi-
nation (e.g.,, DMC) in which students were physically in
the classroom with the lecturer (see Additional file 1). At
the non-origination sites (e.g., EL and MUC), students
received the lecture via Polycom video conferencing in
real time. There was a faculty member in the non-origi-
nation site classrooms to direct questions or discussion to
the lecturer or to whom students could interact with fol-
lowing the session. It should be emphasized that, despite
being “remote from the lecturer;” students at non-origi-
nation sites were physically in the classroom with their
peers, along with a content expert faculty. More impor-
tantly, both internal course grades (see Additional file 2)
as well as external metrics such as performance on
national licensure exams (COMLEX-USA Level 1) [20]
indicate no statistically significant differences in outcome
measures between site-of-origin and receiving sites.

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic necessitated the
switch to lecture delivery via Zoom webinars. To the
extent possible, we maintained the same lecturers deliv-
ering the same content with very minor exceptions. In
addition to the lecturer, we staffed each webinar (lecture
session) with another faculty member to bring any major
point of misunderstanding related to content to the
attention of the lecturer, assist with any technical issues,
and triage questions from students submitted through
the Q&A function of Zoom, to be addressed at appropri-
ate junctures during the session.

Class attendance and access to lecture recordings
Since 2014, the instructional team in BMB has been
engaged in a project to increase class attendance and
engagement by rewarding real-time responses to
i>Clicker questions during class sessions. Each lecture
had 2-4 i> Clicker questions related to the lecture’s con-
tent. Students must answer at least one question cor-
rectly to qualify for the points, which contribute up to
2.4% of the points counting toward the final course grade.
The number of students responding to i>Clicker ques-
tions was used to track attendance for BMB 528 in 20109.
Zoom webinar attendance for BMB 516 and BMB 528
in 2020 was tracked by the unique views in the Zoom
Attendee Report which was pulled out after the lecture.
The lectures in the BMB courses were recorded and
posted to a repository for asynchronous access. In 2019,
the recordings were captured during the Polycom broad-
cast between the three sites; in 2020, the recordings were
captured during the Zoom webinar. In conjunction with
the i> Clicker project, we also monitored the frequency
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that the recording of a particular lecture was being
accessed for viewing.

Results

Item analysis of examination questions in 2019 and 2020
We found 84/126 (~67%) of the questions showed lit-
tle/no difference (a difference of 3% or less in % Correct)
between live campus-based delivery (2019) and Zoom
delivery (2020). These were grouped into Category II in
Table 1. The questions in Category II constitute a major-
ity of the questions in any exam, across all six exams in
the two courses and therefore, spanned the entire range
of scientific content of the two courses (Table 1). More-
over, the questions encompass, in terms of Bloom’s tax-
onomy, both the recall/remembering type as well as
questions of higher levels of cognition involving under-
standing, analysis, and application. The questions in this
category span a wide range in terms of the % Correct
index (Fig. 1), with ~45% of them in the <90% Correct
range. The histogram distributions for 2019 and 2020
look very similar; this conclusion is supported by a chi-
square analysis, which showed that the two distributions
were not significantly different (»p =0.9534).

We divided those questions in which the % Correct
index differed by 4% or more between 2019 and 2020 into
two categories (Table 1). There were 16 questions (~ 13%)
that showed better performance in 2020 than in 2019. In
other words, a Zoom delivery yielded a higher % Correct
in each of the questions in Category III. On the other
hand, there were 19 questions (~15%) that showed better
performance in 2019 than in 2020. In other words, cam-
pus-based delivery yielded a higher % Correct in these
questions in Category IV. The number of questions in
Categories III and IV essentially balance each other out
across all six exams and therefore, the delivery method
(campus-based versus Zoom-based) did not differentially
impact any particular topic of scientific content. Together
with the large fraction of questions in Category II, show-
ing little/no difference between 2019 and 2020, these
results suggest that conversion of lecture delivery from
campus-based classrooms to Zoom webinars online did
not significantly affect student learning and performance.

Class characteristics and student performance, 2019
versus 2020

The first-year students entering MSUCOM in 2019
(Class of 2023) and in 2020 (Class of 2024) presented
with equivalent academic credentials (Table 2). Both the
overall undergraduate GPA as well as the GPA in science
courses were within a standard deviation of each other.
Similarly, there was no significant difference in terms
of the composite MCAT scores and in terms of specific
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Fig. 1 Comparison of the histograms, 2019 (black bars) versus 2020 (gray bars), showing the number of Category Il questions that yielded %
Correct in the ranges 58-69, 70-79, 80-89, and > 90. For each of the questions in Category I, there was a difference of 3% or less in the % Correct
index between 2019 and 2020. The two distributions were not significantly different (p =0.9534)

80-89 >90

Table 2 Admissions data for the Classes of 2023 and 2024 at

MSU COM
Class of 2023 (2019) Class of 2024 (2020)

Number of students 301 300
Mean GPA?® + STDEV? 3634+0.26 366 +0.24
Mean Science GPA + 358+ 0.29 3.61+£0.26
STDEV
Mean MCAT® £ STDEV 505+4 506 + 4

MCAT — CARS? £ STDEV 125 £ 2 12542

MCAT — CPBS® £ STDEV 126 2 126 +2

MCAT - BBFL & STDEV 127 +2 126 +2

2 GPA grade point average earned for the undergraduate degree
b + STDEV standard deviation of the mean

€ MCAT Medical College Admission Test

4 CARS Critical Analysis and Reasoning Skills

€ CPBS Chemical and Physical foundations of Biological Systems

f BBFL Biological and Biochemical Foundations of Living systems

MCAT categories such as Critical Analysis and Reason-
ing Skills.

Consistent with these data on entry into medi-
cal school, the two classes performed comparably in
the early exams of their respective first two semesters
(Table 3). Two key considerations regarding exams and
the grading system at MSUCOM may be important in
terms of this table: (a) Each exam contained assessment
items from concurrent courses during the semester; the
number of questions in an exam reflected the number
of sessions of a particular course during that period. (b)

MSUCOM used a P/N (pass/no-pass) grading system
with 70% as the minimum required for passing the BMB
courses. When considering questions derived from
the BMB course only, campus-based delivery in 2019
yielded a slightly higher class average for five of the six
exams compared to Zoom delivery in 2020, although
the class averages for each of the corresponding exams
in the 2 years were within 3 percentage points of each
other (Table 3, Part A). This is counterbalanced by the
observation that, in terms of the overall exam cover-
ing all content, the class averages were higher in 2020
(Zoom-based delivery) than in 2019 (campus-based
delivery) (Table 3, Part B). It is possible that, in the P/N
grading system, students felt comfortable in terms of
the number of points they had in the BMB course such
that more study or attention was devoted to the content
of the other concurrent course(s).

This notion is supported by comparing the histogram
distribution of the number of students in a particular
interval of the percent of total points counting toward
the final grade (Fig. 2). For both BMB courses, there were
more students in the 80-84% range in 2019 while, in 2020,
there were more students in the 85-89% range. As shown
in Fig. 2, the number of N-grades in BMB 516 was 9 in
2019 while the corresponding number in 2020 was 6; the
number of N-grades in BMB 528 was 2 in 2019 while the
corresponding number in 2020 was zero. Coupled with the
item analysis of exam questions, these results on student
performance suggest that online Zoom delivery of the con-
tent in biochemistry and genetics yielded as good, if not
better, an outcome as on-campus classroom delivery.
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Table 3 Summary of the class averages on exams: BMB and all content questions

Exam 2019 2020
A) BMB Content Only® Class average (%) £ STDEV Class average (%) £ STDEV
BMB 516, Exam 1 8111 84+ 11
BMB 516, Exam 2 87+8 85+9
BMB 528, Exam 1 81+ 10 80410
BMB 528, Exam 2 86+9 85+8
BMB 528, Exam 3 86+9 84+9
BMB 528, Exam 4 82+10 81£10
B) All Content® Class average (%)= STDEV Class average (%) £ STDEV
Semester 1, Exam 1 78+ 10 84+9
Semester 1, Exam 2 83+7 86 £7
Semester 2, Exam 1 85+8 84+9
Semester 2, Exam 2 84+8 85+7
Semester 2, Exam 3 84+8 87138
Semester 2, Exam 4 83+8 84+8

2 Each exam contained assessment items from more than one course; part A analyzed questions from the BMB course. The data are expressed as class average (in %) +

standard deviation (STDEV)

b part B provides the class average covering all questions in a particular exam, one part of which contained the BMB questions analyzed in part A. The data are

expressed as class average (in %) for the entire exam =+ standard deviation (STDEV)
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Fig. 2 Comparison of the histograms, 2019 (black bars) versus 2020 (grey bars), showing the number of students who earned the percentage of
points counting toward the final course grade in the ranges < 59 through 95-99, in intervals of 5%. A BMB 516; B BMB 528. In both courses of each
year, a P-grade (passing) required 70% of the total number of points in the course
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Lecture attendance and access to lecture recordings, 2019
versus 2020

Class attendance averaged between ~80% to ~90% in
a course-specific and year-specific manner (data not
shown). Attendance in BMB 516 averaged ~91% in 2020
but dropped off in the second semester to 83% for BMB
528.1n 2019, the same BMB 528 course (second semester
for Class of 2023) averaged 91% in attendance, most likely
incentivized to a large extent by the possibility of earning
“clicker points” (described under Class Attendance and

Access to Lecture Recordings in the Methods section).
This difference in attendance may be reflected, in all four
exams in the course, by the slightly higher class averages
in 2019 than the corresponding scores in 2020.

We have also monitored the frequency of asynchronous
student access to lecture recordings (Fig. 3). For BMB 516
in the first semester, student access was higher in 2020
than in 2019. For BMB 528 in the second semester, the
frequency of access to the recordings was reversed, with
more students accessing recordings in 2019 than in 2020.



Faner et al. BMC Medical Education (2022) 22:798

Page 7 of 9

A.BMB 516 B.BmB 528

350 350

300 300

250 250
[ 2]
3 3
> 200 > 200
kS G
3150 3 150
1S €
= 2
< 100 100

50 I 50 “ I‘
0 0
1 2 3 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 1234567 8 910111213171819202122232425262728
Session Number Session Number
m2019 32020 m2019 32020
Fig. 3 Comparison of the histograms showing the number of views of lecture recordings in 2019 (black bars) versus 2020 (gray bars). A BMB 516; B
BMB 528
Discussion to their classmates and medical school. On the other

This study compared the performance, for each examina-
tion question in biochemistry and genetics, the % Correct
index yielded by students who learned the content either
via online Zoom delivery in 2020 or via on-campus class-
room instruction in 2019. For most of the exam items
analyzed, those questions with a low % Correct (high
degree of difficulty) in 2019 yielded a very similar low %
Correct index in 2020 while questions with a high % Cor-
rect (low degree of difficulty) in 2019 also resulted in a
high % Correct index in 2020.

The high concordance, between 2019 and 2020, of the
% Correct index for individual questions speaks to the
security of the exam questions in the ExamSoft bank.
In addition, the data also lend some confidence to the
ExamMonitor remote proctoring process. Most impor-
tant of all, however, we believe that the data provides the
basis for being especially proud of the performance and
resilience of our medical students. Together, the data and
analysis reported here may provide some level of com-
fort to students, faculty, and academic administrators
in terms of achievement of instructional objectives and
integrity of scholarship during a difficult time.

There are several recent reports on the effect of the
pandemic on the teaching of the foundational sciences
in medical education. For example, Shahrivini et al. [7]
reported a survey of first- and second- year medical stu-
dents regarding the impact of remote learning on quality
of instruction and ability to participate and on prepar-
edness for subsequent stages of medical training. While
students preferred the flexibility of learning at their own
pace, many students felt isolated and less-than-connected

hand, Suneja et al [8] reported based on final scores of
assessments, the learning outcomes were fully attained
in terms of the first-year curriculum including anatomy,
physiology, and biochemistry along with professional and
personal development modules. In fact, the disruption of
physical classrooms, necessitated by the pandemic, led
to unanticipated benefits derived from increased use of
technology, at both the faculty and student levels. Our
study complements and supplements these reports by
providing a direct item-by-item comparison of individual
examination questions.

We wish to discuss a point of difference between our
study, compared to other studies of online learning,
that exists due to the nature of our curriculum. Reviews
of the distinguishing features of online versus campus-
based delivery of content often emphasize the “asyn-
chronous and flexible nature” of the online medium [7,
21, 22]. Three limitations of the present study need to
be brought out in this context. First, each of the lectures
in our study, in both years, were scheduled for a specific
date and time. Therefore, to interact with the lecturer, a
student had to attend the lecture physically in a campus
classroom (2019) or attend the Zoom webinar in real
time (2020). In this sense, the lectures in both years were
synchronous. Second, students had access, asynchro-
nously, to recordings of the lectures in both years. Finally,
in our pre-COVID instructional model, MSUCOM had
three sites connected by video conferencing during a
lecture. A student at a non-origination site might attend
the lecture via a connected classroom; alternatively, a
student could also live stream the lecture from a remote
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location. It is important to note that Hortos et al. used
external metrics, such as performance on national licen-
sure exams (COMLEX-USA Level 1), to show that there
were no statistically significant differences in outcome
measures between site-of-origin and receiving sites [18].
Moreover, we have also found that there has been no sig-
nificant difference in average course grades for the BMB
courses between the three sites going back to 2012 (see
Additional file 2 for 2018 and 2019 and data not shown
for previous years), further supporting that there were
no statistically significant differences in outcome meas-
ures between site-of-origin and receiving sites. In this
connection, it should also be noted that in post-course
evaluations in 2020, ~58% of the students indicated a
preference for synchronous live webinars while approxi-
mately 33% preferred asynchronous pre-recorded lec-
tures. Despite the flexibility afforded by a pre-recorded
lecture, the students wanted a scheduled event, noting
that they would have access to the recording in either
case. One interpretation is that these students longed
for direct interactions with the faculty and their peers
because they had not been able to congregate physically
as a class in medical school.

In addition to the point discussed above, two other
possible limitations need to be brought out regarding our
study. First, we recognize the difficulty in determining
student engagement during lecture delivery via Zoom,
particularly since the camera of each student was not
turned on at any time during the session. However, even
during in-person lectures, there are challenges in deter-
mining student engagement; they could be physically
present in the classroom but engaged in other activities
(e.g., social media or online shopping). Second, we also
acknowledge that there are other aspects of in-person
learning that support medical students and develop valu-
able skills besides the mere acquisition of biochemistry
knowledge and our study does not address those skills.
Another study at MSUCOM was designed to gauge stu-
dent perceptions of the effect of COVID-19 on areas such
as communication, wellness, and curriculum. This survey
was administered to the pre-clerkship students at MSU-
COM in the spring of 2020 to better understand how
changes due to COVID-19 affected them. This study is
beyond the scope of this current paper and the data will
be discussed in a subsequent publication.

Even before the pandemic, there were calls for sig-
nificant changes in medical education, with sugges-
tions to overcome barriers to online learning [10] and
with predictions that pre-clerkship curriculum will be
delivered completely online [23]. Online learning can
increase the accessibility of medical education since it
could be available almost anywhere and anytime. For
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pre-clerkship medical curriculum, it is easy to imagine
a blended model where students attend some sessions
in person while others are available for the learner to
complete at their own pace. This is a more student-
centered approach and allows more flexibility to pur-
sue research, community engagement and self-care.
All these positive aspects of online learning argue that
it should be adopted to some extent even after the
pandemic.

Conclusions

While many studies comparing online versus campus-
based learning carried out during the pandemic used
surveys to measure subjective feelings and impres-
sions of student learning, our study measured student
performance outcomes. As a result, our present report
contributes to the discussion regarding the value of
increased use of online learning modalities in medical
education by documenting the key conclusion derived
from the present study: online Zoom delivery of the
content in biochemistry and genetics, necessitated by
the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, yielded roughly the
same student performance outcomes as on-campus
classroom delivery in 2019.

Abbreviations

MSUCOM: Michigan State University College of Osteopathic Medicine; BMB:
Biochemistry and molecular biology; EL: East Lansing; MUC: Macomb Univer-
sity Center; DMC: Detroit Medical Center.

Supplementary Information

The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.
0rg/10.1186/512909-022-03873-y.

Additional file 1. Summary of origination site for 2019 lectures in BMB
516 and BMB 528.

Additional file 2. Pre-pandemic Summary of Course Grades by MSUCOM
Campus Site®.

Acknowledgements
The authors acknowledge the contributions of John L. Wang in the writing of
this manuscript.

Authors’ contributions

MF made substantial contributions to the conception and design of the work,
acquisition, and interpretation of the data and in the revision of the work. RR
made contributions to the conception and design of the work, to the acquisi-
tion, analysis, and interpretation of the data and in the revision of the work.

KR made substantial contributions to the acquisition and interpretation of the
data and in the revision of the work. KW made substantial contributions to the
interpretation of the data and in the revision of the work. CW made substan-
tial contributions to the acquisition and interpretation of the data and in the
revision of the work. The authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding
This work was supported by the Office of the Senior Associate Dean for
Medical Education, the Office of the Senior Associate Dean of Admissions and


https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-022-03873-y
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-022-03873-y

Faner et al. BMC Medical Education (2022) 22:798

Student Life, and by the Department of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology,
College of Osteopathic Medicine, Michigan State University in the form of
curricular support and publication costs.

Availability of data and materials
Additional Data can be accessed via Harvard Dataverse at https://doi.org/10.
7910/DVN/RK7KXL.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
The Institutional Review Board at Michigan State University has approved this
project (IRB# 00005873). The need for consent was waived by the IRB.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details

!College of Osteopathic Medicine, Detroit Medical Center, Michigan State
University, Detroit, Ml 48201, USA. *College of Osteopathic Medicine, Michigan
State University, Macomb University Center, Clinton Twp, MI 48038, USA.
3College of Osteopathic Medicine, Michigan State University, East Lansing, Ml
48824, USA.

Received: 3 June 2022 Accepted: 7 November 2022
Published online: 16 November 2022

References

1. Woolliscroft JO. Innovation in response to the COVID-19 pandemic crisis.
Acad Med. 2020;95:1140-2.

2. Stanton B. Medical education in the age of COVID-19 [published online
ahead of print December 10, 2020]. Acad Med. https://doi.org/10.1097/
ACM.0000000000003890.

3. Ross DA. Creating a “quarantine curriculum”to enhance teaching and
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. Acad Med. 2020;95:1125-6.

4. Kochis M, Goessling W. Learning during and from a crisis: the student-led
development of a COVID-19 curriculum. Acad Med. https://doi.org/10.
1097/ACM.0000000000003755 [published online ahead of print Septem-
ber 15, 2020].

5. Schuiteman S, Ibrahim NI, Hammoud A, Kruger L, Mangrulkar RS, Daniel
M. The role of medical student government in responding to COVID-19.
Acad Med. 2021;96:62-7.

6. Hauer KE, Lockspeiser TM, Chen HC. The COVID-19 pandemic as an
imperative to advance medical student assessment: three areas for
change. Acad Med. 2021;96:182-5.

7. Shahrvini B, Baxter SL, Coffey CS, MacDonald BV, Lander L. Pre-clinial
remote undergraduate medical education during the COVID-19 pan-
demic: a survey study. BMC Med Educ. 2021;21:13.

8. Suneja S, Gangopadhyay S, Kaur C. Efforts to cope with CBME in COVID-
19 era to teach biochemistry in medical college. Biochem Mol Biol Educ.
2020;48:670-4.

9. Vitorini P, Galassi A. From blended to online due to the COVID out-
break: the case study of a data science course. J Open Dist E-Learn.
2021;36:212-23.

10. O'Doherty D, Dromey M, Lougheed J, Hannigan A, Last J, McGrath D. Bar-
riers and solutions to online learning in medical education — an integra-
tive review. BMC Med Educ. 2018;18(1):130.

11. Lockyer L, Patterson J, Harper B. Measuring effectiveness of health educa-
tion in a web-based learning environment: a preliminary report. High
Educ Res Dev. 1999;18:233-46.

12. Zhang D. Interactive multimedia-based e-learning: a study of effective-
ness. Am J Dist Educ. 2005;19:149-62.

13. Pickering J. Introduction of an anatomy eBook enhances assessment
outcomes. Med Educ. 2015;49:522-3.

Page 9 of 9

14. Figlio D, Rush M, Yin L. Is it live or is it internet? Experimental estimates
of the effects of online instruction on student learning. J Labor Econ.
2013;31:763-84.

15. Arias JJ, Swinton J, Anderson K. Online Vs. Face-to-face: a comparison of
student outcomes with random assignment. e-Journal Bus Educ Scholar
Teach.2018;12:1-23.

16. Frederickson N, Reed P, Clifford V. Evaluating web-supported learning
versus lecture-based teaching: quantitative and qualitative perspectives.
High Educ. 2005;50:645-64.

17. Johnson SD, Aragon SR, Shaik N, Palma-Rivas N. Comparative analysis of
learning satisfaction and learning outcomes in online and face-to-face
learning environments. J Interact Learn Res. 2000;11:29-49.

18. Understanding Item Analysis. 2022. https://www.washington.edu/asses
sment/scanning-scoring/scoring/reports/item-analysis/. Accessed 27
Sept. 2022.

19. Lord F. The relation of the reliability of multiple-choice test to the distri-
bution of item difficulties. Psychometrica. 1952;17:181-94.

20. Hortos K, Sefcik D, Wilson SG, McDaniel JT, Zemper E. Synchronous vide-
oconferencing: impact on achievement of medical students. Teach Learn
Med. 2013;25:211-5.

21. Brown R. 13 differences between online and face to face courses. 13
Differences Between Online and Face to Face Courses - Miami University
(miamioh.edu). 2019. Accessed 23 Sept 2022.

22. Khara S. Post COVID-19 education system: eLearning vs. classroom-based
learning. Post COVID-19 Education System: eLearning Vs. Classroom-
Based Learning (elearningindustry.com). 2020. Accessed 23 Sept 2022,

23. Emanuel EJ. The inevitable reimagining of medical education. JAMA.
2020;323:1127-8.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

Ready to submit your research? Choose BMC and benefit from:

fast, convenient online submission

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

rapid publication on acceptance

support for research data, including large and complex data types

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations

maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year

K BMC

At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions



https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/RK7KXL
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/RK7KXL
https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0000000000003890
https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0000000000003890
https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0000000000003755
https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0000000000003755
https://www.washington.edu/assessment/scanning-scoring/scoring/reports/item-analysis/
https://www.washington.edu/assessment/scanning-scoring/scoring/reports/item-analysis/

	Student performance in medical biochemistry and genetics: comparing campus-based versus zoom-based lecture delivery
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Methods: 
	Results: 
	Conclusions: 

	Background
	Methods
	Subjects and inclusion criteria
	Ethics approval
	Instrument of measurement
	Examinations
	Statistical analysis of the data
	Lecture delivery
	Class attendance and access to lecture recordings

	Results
	Item analysis of examination questions in 2019 and 2020
	Class characteristics and student performance, 2019 versus 2020
	Lecture attendance and access to lecture recordings, 2019 versus 2020

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	References


