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Editorial Note
Dear TBTEA Members:
Welcome to the 2017 issue of the Texas Business and Technology Educators Association
Journal, Volume 19, Number 1. This journal’s theme is “Finding Your Treasure in Business
Education.” If you have ever traveled around Texas, you probably have noticed numerous
treasures we are proud to showcase that make this state very unique. The same can also be said
for the field of business education. Each article in this issue is the beginning of a treasure hunt to
the destination of student success in business education. In this Journal, you will discover the
many treasures that our contributors believe will support your success as a business educator.
The articles in this Journal are written by post-secondary and collegiate business educators from
Illinois, Texas and New York. Five of these articles are original research, which provide the
methods and results of an original study performed by the contributors. Five of these articles are
practical application, which means you should be able to apply that practice into a particular
business education course(s). One of these articles is a review of a book for future consideration
in a financial literacy or personal finance course that showcases the desire most people have to
succeed financially, but instead let their complex emotions and conflicting priorities of money
run their lives.
The Editorial Committee contributed their time to review these articles and to select those that
would be included in this issue. Thank you to all those who peer-reviewed, proofread, and
provided guidance in the completion of this journal.
I’d also like to extend a special appreciation to the contributors to the journal with their articles
that demonstrated expertise, research, and passion in the business education field.
Thank you to the TBTEA board for the opportunity to serve as the editor for this issue of the
TBTEA Journal. I believe we have a quality publication that reflects “Finding Your Treasure in
Business Education.” Please consider sharing your expertise with the membership by submitting
your article for the 2019 Journal. The “Call for Papers” will be posted on the TBTEA website:
http://www.tbtea.org.
Sincerely,

Cynthia (Cindy) Miller, Editor
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The Importance of Mentoring Underrepresented Students in Business Education

This paper discusses a pilot program that was created to foster mentoring relationships between
underrepresented minority male accounting students and their counterparts in the accounting
profession. Mentoring often plays a significant role in both academic and career success and
many mentoring relationships are initiated informally through social network connections.
However, for many underrepresented minorities, those social network connections do not exist.
Eleven African-American male accounting students from a large urban university and five
African-American male accounting professionals participated in the pilot. The participating
students’ questions and concerns indicated a need for a mentoring program. Their reflections
after the pilot program demonstrates the positive impact it had and continues to have on both
their academic and professional success.
Mentoring is the act of providing wise and friendly counsel, wherein wiser or more
experienced persons play a significant and respected role in guiding the personal and
professional decisions of those younger and less experienced (Redmond, 1990). The importance
of mentoring for both academic and career success has long been documented (Gershenfeld,
2014; Gannon & Maher, 2012; Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Stromei, 2000; Merriam, et al., 1987;
Levinson, 1978). Some universities and businesses have established formal mentoring programs
to help newcomers navigate unfamiliar territories. However, many mentoring relationships are
developed informally through connections with family members and friends and other social
contacts (Inzer & Crawford, 2005). For many students from underrepresented minority
populations, a group of same-race individuals with whom there could be informal ties to
someone who might act as a mentor do not exist (Ibarra, 1995, 1993). Subsequently, it is
reasonable to suggest contributing to extant literature about mentoring relationships and AfricanAmerican male accounting students might provide pedagogical strategies useful for navigating
professional success.
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Purpose
The purpose of this article is to discuss a pilot program that was created to develop
mentoring relationships with African-American male accounting students and African-American
male accounting professionals and to demonstrate the impact these relationships have on the
students involved.
Background
The research setting is a large urban university classified as a minority-serving
institution, where nearly 45% and 25% of the student population is Hispanic and AfricanAmerican, respectively. When African-American male students were questioned about why they
did not ask questions in class or ask for help when they encountered a difficult concept, the
overwhelming response was “fear” – fear of being wrong, fear of sounding “stupid,” fear of the
unknown. This is consistent with prior research which indicates that the students who need help
the most were the ones who were least likely to seek it out (Ryan, Gheen & Midgley, 1998;
Khanna, 2016; Chene & Violette, 2012). Efforts by a female faculty member to motivate,
reassure, and encourage them to be more engaged simply did not resonate.
In addition to being shy in the classroom, these young men also lacked the social,
networking, and interpersonal skills that are required for success in the accounting profession
(AICPA, 2008). Yet, these young men were declared accounting majors with intentions to pursue
career opportunities within the profession. It was apparent that something needed to be done but
it was unclear how receptive the students would be to suggesting that they needed to do more
than they were already doing. Many of the young men in the target group were already doing
more than their peers and counterparts simply by being a college student. Some of the young
men’s peers had never completed high school. For many, there was never an expectation that
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they would graduate from or even attend college. The bar had been set very low and they had
already greatly exceeded all expectations and standards. It was a delicate balance to continue to
nurture and support these young men in their academic endeavors yet point out significant
deficiencies that if not corrected would limit or even eliminate future opportunities (Zell, 2011).
The students were asked if they knew any accountants personally and/or if they would be
interested in meeting a group of accountants with whom they shared other characteristics in
addition to an interest in the accounting profession. Surprisingly, most of the students did not
know an actual accountant, and they were very open to having a meeting with individuals who
had real-world experience doing what they planned to do. And so the idea for the pilot mentoring
program was created.
The Initial Meeting
The initial meeting between the students and a group of African-American male
accounting professionals was on a Saturday morning near the end of the semester. The
professionals had a wide range of experiences. One had over 20 years of experience in fraud
investigation with a federal intelligence agency. Another worked in tax at a major oil and gas
company. A couple had experience in public accounting with big four firms, and yet another had
transitioned from a career in public accounting to a career in non-profit where one of the primary
functions is to help secure professional opportunities for underrepresented minorities in large
corporations and accounting firms. It has long since been observed that mentors derive as much
satisfaction and benefit from mentoring relationships as do mentees (Levinson, 1978). The
professionals were as eager as the students about the initial meeting.
Eleven students and five minority male accounting professionals attended the first
meeting. Students were asked to dress in business casual attire and to arrive promptly. In a true
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showing of their sincere desire to make a good impression and be fully engaged, more than half
of the students arrived 30 minutes early – even before the facilitator arrived. After a brief
welcome, the students and professionals introduced themselves and briefly discussed why they
chose to attend the meeting.
The majority of the two-hour meeting was spent on questions and answers. Based on
prior classroom experience with the students, the facilitator knew that the students might feel
awkward or nervous about speaking out and asking a question, especially one that they felt might
be considered “dumb” or might be something they should already know. In order to assuage any
negative feelings or anxiety the students might have, each student was provided with blank index
cards on which they were able to write questions anonymously. A blue card to ask an academic
question and a yellow card was used to ask a question regarding professional or career insight.
Sample student questions include the following:
1. To obtain the position you currently hold, did you have to have a certain GPA or is it
more important to know how to apply what you’ve learned in the classroom?
2. How long did it take to finish your degree and earn your CPA?
3. Do you feel that a BA degree in accounting is enough with today’s competition and
the number of students applying for jobs?
4. Did you get most of your knowledge in accounting from your schooling or on-the-job
experience?
5. Most people would say accounting can be a boring profession. Do you believe this is
the case? What are some of the things you do for fun when not working?
6. What is something that you know now that you wish you had known as an
undergraduate?
7. What type of adversity do you go through on a day-to-day basis as a minority? Is
there a certain way you have to act, dress, or even talk?
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The accounting professionals shared their personal experiences with the students and
provided valuable insights regarding what, in addition to a solid academic background, is
required to have a successful career in professional accounting, be it public accounting or
industry. The professionals were definitely viewed as experts by the students who intently took
in all the wisdom that was extended. The experts stressed the importance of earning and
maintaining good grades and a high GPA. Many of the students seemed to believe that as long as
they received a degree, grades did not really matter. They also expressed the importance of
pursuing the CPA designation in order to open doors to opportunities that would otherwise be
unavailable to them. One of the professionals discussed his regret at not having attempted the
designation and how it affected his advancement options. The experts also emphasized
professionalism in appearance and communication and the importance of building professional
relationships and networking. Numerous examples, e.g. writing effective emails, principles of
effective phone conversations, etc., of the importance of communication skills were shared given
requirements outlined by the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA, 2008).
The meeting ended with a group of young men very motivated to continue with their academic
careers and inspired to reach for loftier goals.
After the initial meeting, the group had another meeting focusing on some of the issues
that were raised at the first gathering. One student has since gone on to secure a position in
public accounting with a big four audit firm and another is now working as an auditor for a
public accounting firm specializing in non-profits. One is pursuing a Master of Accounting
degree at a nearby university, and one is working as a staff accountant at an energy company
while simultaneously pursuing a master’s degree part-time. A few are scheduled to graduate
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within the next academic year. All of the students were appreciative of the opportunity to engage
with the professionals and felt like they greatly benefitted from the experience.
Conclusion
The exchange between the eleven students and five professional participants in the initial
and subsequent mentoring meetings demonstrates a real need to cultivate a connection between
those individuals currently working in the accounting profession and those who aspire to do so.
At a minority-serving institution, where many students are first-generation college students, it is
critical that students are presented with role models with whom they can identify. If the
institution’s and professor’s role is to prepare students to be productive members of society and
contributors to the community, a more comprehensive approach to business education must be
taken (Kermis & Kermis, 2010). Students must be provided with not only the discipline-specific
skills training to become a competent professional, but with soft skills training as well (AICPA,
2008). Graduating business students need to develop excellent oral and written communication
skills, critical thinking skills, and networking skills to compete successfully in the current job
market (Association of American Colleges and Universities, 2013; Andrews & Higson, 2008;
Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Albrecht & Sack, 2000). While most institutions have career
centers and student organizations that attempt to facilitate the development of those skills, many
students do not utilize those resources even when available. This is particularly true for AfricanAmerican students (Falconer & Hays, 2006). One-on-one interaction between a mentor and
mentee or between a group of mentors and mentees might have better success. The program
discussed in this paper is one example of how to help students see the need for additional skills
development and to allow them to seek guidance and advice in a relaxed and non-threatening
setting. Faculty and business professionals often take for granted that students already possess
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many of the ancillary or soft-skills that yield success in the business world and that they only
need to be taught the technical skills (Kolowich, 2011). However, the nature of the questions
posed by the students in this pilot program indicates a real need for business mentorship
programs, particularly for African-American males.
Some of the students reflected on their experience:
“It opened my eyes and showed me that I can put both my passions together and
build a career. The passions being Sports and Accounting. So my goal is to get
experience in either Public Accounting or Industry and then transition into to sports
accounting. It also gave me opportunities to build relationships with real professionals
and have them as mentors.”
“This organization helped me learn about different opportunities in Big Four,
Industry, and Nonprofit Organizations.”
“More universities should have similar programs so that students get an
understanding that there are more opportunities available to them.”
“It was a great opportunity to meet professional individuals that look like us in the
accounting field. Meeting these individuals gives you a sense of encouragement and
inspiration.”
“The program is a great way for students to learn and understand the different
types of accounting related fields and what duties consists in those fields on a daily basis.
Meeting the men at the events opened my eyes to different possibilities in the accounting
world specifically with my passion (Sports). I have also gained a professional
relationship which led to mentorship.”

The students’ reflections indicate their sincere appreciation for the opportunity to engage
with the professionals. This also provided additional evidence that mentoring programs are
needed and that they are effective. Students may benefit as much from one-on-one mentoring as
they do from group mentoring programs (Dansky, 1996). This pilot program allowed the
participants to benefit from being part of a group as well as the opportunity to develop a personal
relationship with individuals who might continue to serve in a mentoring capacity.
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Many of the student participants in the pilot program were near graduation. They
indicated that they would have significantly benefitted from a mentoring program earlier in their
academic careers. Future mentorship programs will engage freshman and sophomore students, as
well as alumni, from the pilot mentoring program and will focus on sustained involvement and
professional development throughout the duration of the students’ academic career.
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BUSINESS COMMUNICATION AND JOB RETENTION: DEVELOPING A MORE
SPECIFIC LIST OF MISSION-CRITICAL COMMUNICATION SKILLS
While job-search skills developed in business communication courses remain critical for
students to obtain an initial post-college job, this study seeks to identify a list of discrete
communication skills that tend to promote job retention and enable long-term career success. An
initial set of communication skills generated through a review of recent workforce-readiness and
skills-gap literature is validated via surveys distributed to two target population samples:
current college students at the junior/senior level and senior business leaders operating largely
within the financial-service and technology sectors.

Introduction
To find that all-important “first job” after graduation, students often fall back upon the
job-search skills honed within multiple business-communication course assignments: letters of
application, resumes, mock interviews, job-search research tools, and other skills. Once a
graduate secures a job, however, do the skills that enabled a student to secure his or her position
diminish in importance in favor of other communication skills that promote job retention? In
other words, it is possible that the “job acquisition” focus of many pre-professionalization
courses unintentionally deemphasizes other mission-critical job retention skills, even as these
same academic programs remain well-positioned to develop both sets of skills?
Job retention skills involve a host of communication and other “soft” skills; not
surprisingly, several academic and workforce-readiness surveys steadfastly agree about the need
for stronger communication skills among new workforce entrants. Oral and written
communication deficiencies have resided at or near the top of workforce-preparedness tracking
surveys for decades (Eisner, 2010; Hart, 2010; Hartman & LeMay, 2004; Huegli & Tschirgi,
1974; Mitchell 2008; Rippey, 1990; Wilhelm, 2004). For those instructors charged with
developing skills-based curricula, however, these same studies rarely if ever subdivide the
macro-level categories of “oral” and “written” into a concrete set of practices or capabilities that
16

can be discretely measured or taught. Furthermore, the respondents to these generally surveybased studies (Gabric & McFadden, 2000; Kane, 2012; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Mitchell,
2008; Nakagawa, 2011; and Reinsch & Shelby, 1997; Job Outlook survey results produced by
the National Association of Colleges and Employers (2008-16)) must negotiate and interpret the
meaning of these inherently generic and broad terms.
Though recent reports from the Texas Workforce Commission (2012-2016) acknowledge
that strong communication skills contribute directly to job retention, the Commission’s Strategic
State Workforce Investment Plan (2016) also fails to enumerate a list of specific communication
skills to develop beyond the broad categories of “oral” and “written.” In addition, this ambiguity
characterizes academic surveys examining the differences perceived across multiple workforce
stakeholders (including undergraduates, recent alumni, business practitioners, business
communication instructors, and career-services personnel) about the relative importance of
business communication and other related “soft skills” within the workplace.
In light of such ambiguity, how can instructors reduce what the market acknowledges as
a rather universally perceived workplace-skills gap without a more granular identification of the
skills that contribute positively to job retention? How can we begin to establish a consensus that
articulates a more concrete set of communication forms, outputs, and practices that would both
bolster students’ pre-workforce confidence and offer a benchmark enabling instructors and
business practitioners to judge the effectiveness of pre-professional training programs in specific,
rather than in general, terms?
Survey Purpose, Scope, and Methodology
To identify a list of discrete oral, written, non-verbal, and other communication skills
linked to job retention, the authors developed a “directional” or pilot skills survey targeting both
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current students and business practitioners. Notably, the question contained within this survey
intentionally omitted soft-skill categories not commonly incorporated within businesscommunications training. The study intentionally did not poll respondents regarding the various
personal qualities, work habits, or ethical values often featured within soft-skill surveys either (as
in Perrigo & Gaut, 1994; Gabric & McFadden, 2000; Wilhelm, 2004; Mitchell, 2008; Williams,
2015; NACE Job Outlook polls, 2008-2016), since by definition a “skill” more precisely refers to
a competency and/or to an action that an individual can engage in, rather than an element of
one’s personality or belief system. The survey’s respondents included a set of 50 juniors and
seniors enrolled in an Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB)accredited program at the Nelson Rusche College of Business at Stephen F. Austin State
University, along with 112 senior business leaders contacted through social media platforms. The
survey’s business practitioners were largely employed in the finance and technology sectors,
often as members of global financial institutions located in major metropolitan centers in the
Northeastern United States.
Each respondent was asked to rate on a one hundred-point scale a total of sixty-seven
communication skills, practices, or behaviors in relation to their job retention significance during
the first two to three years of a new employee’s career. Qualitatively, survey items were scored
within quintiles ranging from “unnecessary” and “infrequently used” through “commonly
useful,” “preferred,” and “essential” skill ranges. In addition, the survey’s skill set was
subdivided into ten categories to facilitate broader comparisons with more traditional surveys.
What the survey sought to establish was whether or not the two sub-populations could
distinguish between (and therefore, to validate) a set of more and less mission-critical
communication skills on a finer level than the binary categories of “oral” or “written”
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communication. Note that in addition to those broad skills categories, skills occasionally
included in workforce-preparedness polls were also added to this pilot survey: Listening Skills
and Reading Skills.
Sample of Survey Contents
The list below represents a relatively brief sample of the pilot survey items, each of
which has been aligned within its broader skill category.
Sample Skill and Category Combinations
Category 1: Active Listening and Responding skills to be rated relative to their perceived impact
on job retention:



Obtains information through active listening
Capably responds to questions in pressure situations

Category 2: Reading Comprehension skills:



Reads accurately and attentively to establish a basic comprehension of content
Reads critically to identify clear content gaps, issues, problems, or challenges

Category 3: Non-verbal Communication skills:



Demonstrates emotional intelligence and/or emotional composure
Projects an habitually “positive” presentation style

Category 4: Oral Communication: General Speaking skills:



Speech patterns accord with established grammar conventions
Speaks with confidence in front of peers, subordinates, and managers

Category 5: Oral Communication: Situational Speaking skills:



Tactfully questions peers, managers, subordinates, and clients to achieve clarity and mutual
understanding
Able to speak up within public forums

Category 6: Written Communication (Part One) skills:



Develops internal memos
Offers tactful written criticism
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Category 7: Written Communication (Part Two) skills:



Able to develop written or oral messages and materials destined for external audiences
Able to develop written research papers, market surveys, or syntheses of larger studies

Category 8: Organizational Communication skills:



Able to think and respond “on one's feet”
Able to identify and navigate unofficial lines of communication

Category 9: Team and Group Communication skills:



Develops precise and thorough management reporting
Updates and integrates documents within or across project teams

Category 10: Technical Communication skills:



Is an experienced blogger?
Can develop or produce podcasts?

Results
The survey’s findings may enable communications instructors to judge against their
current curricula to what extent they are preparing students to meet the expectations of the
workplace, as well as to determine how well the perceptions of current students do or do not
align with the workplace skill expectations of hiring managers. Business practitioners rate the top
five most important communication skills relative to job retention to include Word Processing,
Conversing with peers, Conversing with managers, General communications etiquette, and
Email etiquette, all of which received average survey scores in the “critical” range (indeed, all
were rated at greater than 83%). The lowest rated skills, all of which received grades near or
below the middle of the “commonly useful” quintile, included Blogging, Podcasting, Wiki
development/maintenance, Social media, Calls for proposal, and Web design/maintenance.
It should be noted that in a survey whose respondents included a high percentage of
middle-aged senior managers operating at the Vice President-level or above, the survey’s actual
business practitioners rated both conversational skills and daily-writing skills a full 30% higher
20

than several of the deliverables currently “in fashion” in technical-writing and digital mediacentric classrooms. Indeed, the highest-rated skills category from the perspective of actual
business practitioners remained Active Listening and Responding, a category whose skills scored
a full twenty-five points higher (on average) than the skills occupying their lowest-rated
category: Technical Communication Skills.
Additionally, business practitioners appeared more willing than students to distinguish
between skills of lesser and greater importance to job retention. While business personnel rated
only 18% of the survey’s skills in the “essential” range (while relegating 21% of the survey’s
skills to the bottom three scoring quintiles), students rated fully 72% of all skills as “essential,”
and they designated only 9% of all skills as occupants of the bottom three scoring quintiles.
Furthermore, students tended to rate each skill in the survey anywhere from 10 to 25 percentage
points higher than did the survey’s current business practitioners. In fact, in only 3 out of 67
cases (or 4.5% of the time) did students rate an individual skill 10 percentage points lower than
did the survey’s business practitioners. Still, at the category level students agreed with business
professionals that Technical Communication Skills represented relatively unimportant skills—
ranking each of the category’s underlying skills as only “commonly used,” “infrequently used,”
or “unnecessary.” Indeed, Technical Communication Skills represented the only category whose
skills students did not rate (on aggregate) as “essential.”
The survey’s scoring differentials pointed to interesting differences between the
workplace expectations of students and business leaders. Business practitioners placed the
highest premium on Active Listening and Responding, while students rated Reading
Skills/Comprehension as the most essential skill category (a category rated second overall by
business practitioners). What this and similar results may suggest is that students, who tend to
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lack extensive workforce exposure—and whose classroom experiences often privilege textcentric learning—may anticipate continuing within their current operational mode within the
workplace. In fact, students’ ranking of the top-five most essential job retention skills largely
confirms such an expectation. Four of the top-five skills identified by students (all receiving
scores in excess of 92%) closely mimic their current modes of learning: Conversing with peers,
Conversing with managers (interpretable as conversing with administrators and faculty), Asks
questions to achieve clarity, and Reads to identify content gaps/issues/logical flaws. The fifth
item rated as “essential” by students—Oral/written messages for external audiences—was
ranked far more modestly (at 74%) by business practitioners. Perhaps since many of the survey’s
business respondents operate within firms featuring Corporate Communication departments, they
may expect only a small number of new workforce entrants to be entrusted with external
communications.
Therefore given these results, the students surveyed expect (or hope) that the skills upon
which their classroom success has depended will subsequently lead to workplace success. In this
regard, however, students may be in for a rather rude awakening. All of the survey’s largest
scoring differentials between students and business respondents involve cases in which students
rated a given skill a full quintile higher than did real world practitioners. Furthermore, each of
these differentials involve activities more commonly practiced by business analysts, project
leaders, and middle managers than by recent new hires: Presenting before large audiences,
Speaking in public forums, Leading team meetings, Developing oral/written materials for
external audiences, Research papers/white papers/market surveys, Product or stakeholder
analyses, Business meal etiquette (likely more common during recruiting and/or client-meeting
situations), Team status updates, and Peer reviews. While some classroom instructors anticipate
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training their charges now in skills likely to be needed only later in a student’s career, if current
students expect their classroom training to be valuable (even critical) to their success on the job
in the near term, the survey’s results raise an important practical pedagogical question: Should
these more advanced capabilities be privileged in the classroom at all? From the perspective of
the business respondents (as implied by their skill rankings), it appears that most or all of these
more complex skills are expected to be learned on the job.
Moreover, when skill ratings are summed across all respondents, the survey’s results
reveal additional potential challenges to common business communication pedagogy. The fact
that Word processing remains the highest-rated skill (at 91% across all respondents) seems
unsurprising. Yet the fact that the next highest-ranked skill is Converses well with peers (87%)
begs the question as to how often our (typically) writing-centric communication courses actually
foreground practice in this behavior. Similarly, the top-rated skills category of Active Listening
and Responding (rated at 79% across all respondents, or on the very cusp of “essential”) suggests
a need to incorporate dialogic practice more formally within business communication
classrooms. Finally, it is difficult to ignore the fact that none of the three most highly rated skill
categories, all of which bordered on the “essential” rating, privileges written communication:
Active Listening/Responding (79%), Reading Comprehension (78%), and Non-Verbal
Communications (77%).
Discussion
If a core learning outcome in a business school remains preparing students to succeed in
their first post-collegiate job opportunities, the survey’s results suggest at least three potential
readjustments in a business-communication program’s curricular coverage. First, while many
business-communications instructors commonly criticize the relatively weak quality of student
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writing, it appears that incorporating additional oral communication practice that features spoken
interactions between students and/or between students and the instructor (perhaps via role-plays
mimicking future peer-to-peer and/or employee-to-manager conversations) represents a useful
pedagogical reorientation. Second, the relative importance to business practitioners of both
active listening and reading comprehension suggests that lectures and textbooks still have a valid
role to play in communication courses. Third, even if solid value may be accrued by those
students who master technical communication skills, these skills may remain critical for a
relatively small number of future employees, rather than representing universally required
workplace capabilities.
The ability of business practitioners to distinguish between the comparative criticality of
distinct communication skills within new job entrants offers the authors further confidence that
business communications curricula can be redesigned to incorporate—and if need be, to
privilege—initial job retention skills with greater success than was possible given the macrolevel categories previously contained within workforce-preparedness surveys. It is possible, of
course, that different industries may prioritize other skills than those rated highly by the financial
and technology practitioners responding to this survey. As such, the authors will seek to simplify
the survey completion process before distributing the survey to a larger audience featuring a
more diverse set of industries and professions.
Finally, secondary and post-secondary business educators may wish to include the
survey’s top-rated skills in their business communication (or other related) courses. Practicing
these skills could offer secondary and post-secondary students an important advantage over their
competitors in the workplace. Certainly, exercises designed to improve students’ skills in verbal
conversation, business etiquette, and listening and reading activities could be added within many
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curricular contexts. As one example, students could—either individually or in teams—discuss or
debate “current” business events to develop further their speaking and listening skills. Such
activities could add a more interactive dimension within most course offerings, including (but
not limited to) those featuring “flipped” classrooms.
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Using a Readiness Assessment to Improve Online Learning Outcomes

This exploratory study explores technology gaps that could affect technology readiness for an
online environment. Through an analysis of discussions with industry representatives, extant
literature, and challenges presented in a study about the evolution of business communication,
the author reports on how a survey was used as a pre-intervention assessment to identify skill
deficiencies. Within the scope of these findings, it is reasonable to infer a pre-intervention
assessment improves business majors understanding of expected performance in an online
environment.
Keywords: business communication, pedagogy, technology readiness
Background and Literature Review
This article began amid conversations with industry representatives who were interested
in participating with revisions of course material to improve business majors’ understanding
about industry expected performance. One of the topics covered was hard skills: technical
expertise and knowledge needed for a job; e.g. teachable abilities that can be defined and
measured when completing specific tasks such as writing. This includes the ability to use
software programs (data entry/keyboarding skills), mathematics and reading (Investopedia, 2016;
Werner & DeSimone, 2012). A key theme from the discussion emphasized a lack of
technological skills. This theme is consistent with a study conducted by Wallace and Clariana
(2005), which found “incoming business students lack the necessary computer knowledge, skills,
and abilities to pursue their undergraduate degree programs without some type of information
concepts and technology instructions” (p. 141). While these findings are troubling, they point to
a need for developing students’ employability skills. In this context, there are opportunities to
identify pedagogical strategies to better prepare students with applicable technological
knowledge and skills for the workplace. Of particular interest to this author, a business professor,
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is coaching business majors to develop and/or improve a diverse mixture of transferable skills for
a changing business environment.
To accomplish this goal, instructional activities are centered on developing/enhancing
business students’ understanding about learning in changing environments academic and
workplace. The purpose here is to highlight that, regardless of these changes and the increasing
levels of technical knowledge needed for the job, most U.S. employers label communication
competence as the most importance skill (National Association of Colleges and Employers,
2012). By taking this approach, business majors should be able to contextualize the fundamental
role of effective communication when applying applicable expertise and skills. In this vein,
learners should be able to demonstrate an awareness of paradigm shifts brought about by
continuous technological changes. Technology has had a profound impact on skills that
employers want from business graduates (Mitchell, Skinner, & White, (2010). Evidencing this
impact, Radicati (2014) reported on average business professionals receive as high as 27,000
incoming email messages, not counting spam, and 13,000 outgoing messages per year. It is
reasonable to suggest data trends will continue to increase given the various technology tools
used by industry in society.
In response to technological advances, academicians are continuously integrating course
management systems with technology tools which facilitate learning in virtual environments.
Two examples of these technology tools include, but are not limited to Blackboard CourseSites
and Moodle (Shumack, Scott-Bracey & Forde, 2014). Accordingly, online teaching has
challenged how education is delivered, and integrating technologies into the classroom has
changed the delivery process (Lee, Waxman, Wu, Michko, & Lin, 2013). A quick glance of
online data trends depict such findings as: nearly 75% of colleges and universities in the United
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States offered online degree programs, and more than 22% of the higher education population
were enrolled in online courses (Priceonomics Data Studio, 2016; Allen & Seaman, 2008).
Continuing this enrollment trend approximately 4.6 million college students in the U.S. took at
least one online course during the fall semester of 2008; this number doubled the 2.3 million
students who took online courses in the fall of 2004. In 2009, 73% of higher education
institutions reported growth in demand for online courses and programs (Allen & Seaman, 2013,
2011, 2008, 2007). Given growth of these online platforms, a common challenge is assessing the
level of learning outcomes such as the improvement of information age skills, commonly known
as 21st century skills (Allen & Seaman, 2013; Roblyer & Doering, 2013).
While the challenge of assessment is understandable, there is a requirement for
accreditation purposes that assurance of learning (AOL) activities should occur on a programwide level. Most business programs operate via guidelines outlined by the Association to
Advance Collegiate Schools of Business International (AACSB) Eligibility Procedures and
Standards for Business Accreditation. The AACSB provides an overview of general and specific
requirements to assure learning of business skills and knowledge (AACSB–International, 2011;
AACSB, 2006, 2003). These requirements include suggestions for addressing deficiencies
discovered during program assessments. One suggestion supported by extant literature focuses
on rethinking pedagogical approaches to improve skill development, e.g. technology, rather than
content assessment (Moshiri & Cardon, 2014; AACSB-International, 2011; Hartman &
McCambridge, 2011; Hoover, Giambatista, Sorenson, & Bommer, 2010; Yu, 2010; Blaszcynski,
Haras, & Katz, 2010; Bell, 2009; Argenti, 2007). The author was mindful of accreditation
requirements and related literature during discussions with industry representatives noted above.
As evidenced in the discussions above, there is a technological skill gap between academic
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preparedness and industry expectations. This article reports on how a technology readiness
assessment was used to identify skill deficiencies.
To investigate the underlying theme of technological deficiencies, a Du-Babcock (2006)
study about the evolution of business communication was used for contextual purposes. The
study listed three major challenges faced as teachers of business communication:
(1) “The need to integrate new knowledge and technology into our teaching while
showing how this knowledge and use of technology is related to and is consistent with
the fundamental principles and process of business communication;
(2) Focus on skill building so that our students can use their knowledge to guide them
toward becoming more effective communicators; and
(3) Engage as researchers, contributing to the knowledge and theory base of our business
communication discipline conducting both basic research and teaching related studies”
(p. 263).
Given these challenges, the author drew from scholarly research done on bridging the gap
between academicians and practitioners as well as personal experience with teaching business
communication online. In reviewing data collected from the author’s online business
communication courses, findings suggested learners’ enrolled need to improve their
understanding of technical skills needed for learning in an online environment.
These findings propose significant challenges to assurance of learning and assessing
outcomes, primarily as mentioned earlier, given the rapid growth of online courses and the
advancement of emerging technologies. The author agrees with Ratliff (2009) in that students
often consider themselves proficient in the use of modern technology, but it appears to be the
“wrong” type for academic purposes. Students may be experts with chatting, twittering, or social
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networking, but be inexperienced in attaching a document to an email or creating an essay with
word processing software. Many students who do communicate with their professors by e-mail
often neglect to use punctuation, rarely use standard formatting, and generally include slang or
acronyms that confuse or frustrate faculty. These deficiencies require continuous adjustments to
instructional delivery of online course content to facilitate communications that will help learners
acquire, in this case, technological skills expected by industry representatives. Based on these
challenges and findings, the author conducted a pilot study to assess impediments of assurance of
learning and assessing outcomes.
Method
Given the scope of the challenges, online business communication courses were used to
investigate whether business majors lack the necessary technical skills needed for learning in a
virtual environment. The business communication course serves as a required skill based core
course for undergraduate business majors across disciplines (e.g. accounting, finance, general
business, insurance and risk management, international business, management, management
information systems, marketing, and supply chain). It provides a diverse pool of participants to
collect data for developing pedagogical strategies to address impediments of learning outcomes.
The primary goal of the pilot study was to explore if business majors are underprepared, in
technical skills, to effectively navigate an online business communication course. By doing so,
learners’ awareness of deficiencies might engage them to improve skills necessary to meet
academic and industry expectations. This awareness might also help learners select courses more
suitable to their preferred learning style.
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With the pilot study’s goal in mind, and using Qualtrics as a survey tool, the author
developed a Pre-Intervention Assessment. This included a brief set of questions that asked
participants about their perceptions of incoming technological preparedness on a Readiness
Assessment prior to taking an online course. The survey also included demographics questions
such as major and gender. In reviewing results, the number of respondents (200) reflected a
representative sample of business majors previously mentioned who were required to enroll in a
business communication course. As such, the data has significant value as a tool for piloting a
Readiness Assessment to address the technical gap identified by industry representatives.
Selected key takeaways from the pilot study follow.
Results
Table 1 below shows the results from respondents (200) about their perceived satisfaction
with incoming technical skills. While these findings are for the most part, acceptable, they also
point out reasons to be concerned with learners’ perceptions about their incoming technical skills
in relation to understanding expected performance in an online course. These findings reflect a
trend discussed in a study conducted by the Association of American Colleges and Universities
(AACU) that purported college students often view themselves as prepared for careers (Jaschik,
2015). Although, as discussed above, there appears to be gaps in employers perceptions about
their preparedness.
Table 1
Respondents’ Perceived Satisfaction with Incoming Technical Skills
Scale
Number of Respondents
5= Very Satisfied
54
4= Satisfied
80
3= Neutral
48
2= Dissatisfied
10
1= Very Dissatisfied
8
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The results that follow in Tables 2 and 3 indicate two notable impediments to assurance
of learning for a learner considering enrollment in an online course. Table 2 shows results to a
question about whether the learner was a self-motivated, independent learner and Table 3 shows
results about how regularly the learner would be able to log on to the Internet to work on course
assignments; both tables depict patterns that might impede online performance. Research related
to online learning suggest predictors for learners’ success include but are not limited to: selfmotivation, goal-oriented, independent, mature, openness to experience and possession of time
management skills (Tabak & Nguyen, 2013; Nwachukwu, 2011; Zimmerman, 2008).

Table 2
Are you a self-motivated, independent learner?
Rating
Number of Respondents
1= Yes
65
2= No
85
3= Don’t Know or N/A
50
Table 3 How regularly will you be able to log on to the Internet to work on this course?
Scale
Frequency
Several Times Every Day
20
3-4 Times a Week
80
5-7 Times a Week
65
Weekly
27
Monthly
8
By identifying these disconnects, pedagogical strategies can be adapted and implemented
to track and address improving interactions (instructor/learners, learner/content and
learners/learners). Research has shown immediacy (perceived closeness between communicators
and the object of their communication) behaviors are important in the social role an online
instructor facilitates in building a learning community (Scott & Ryan, 2009; Dennen, 2007;
Easton, 2003). For instance, in reviewing the results of Tables 2 and 3, along with Table 4
results, asked if the learner knew how to use a standard word processor software, such as
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Microsoft Word. The findings, as illustrated in Table 4 below, indicate a need to provide learners
with a review of Microsoft Word. Taken together these findings from this pre-intervention
assessment might be useful in helping an online instructor adapt pedagogical strategies to
address noted deficiencies in order to improve interactions with learners in a number of methods.
One method suggested by literature might be use of a short video with an overview of
Microsoft Word followed by a short writing assignment in Word. Research indicates multimodal
instructions can improve learning outcomes (Ding & Ding, 2013; Schilling, 2009). “The most
effective designs for learning adapt to include a variety of media, combinations of modalities,
levels of interactivity, learner characteristics, and pedagogy based on a complex set of
circumstances” (Metiri Group, 2008, p.14).

Table 4
Do you know how to use standard word processor software, such as MS Word?
Rating
Number of Respondents
1= Yes
102
2= No
65
3= Don’t Know of N/A
33

Discussion and Implications
This study was exploratory in nature. Within the scope of discussions with industry
representatives, extant literature, and challenges outlined in Du-Babcock’s study about the
evolution of business communication, the author conducted research about technology gaps and
skill building in terms of a pre-intervention assessment tool. It seems reasonable to investigate
and address in real-time variables that affect learning outcomes. This pilot study collected
significant data useful for developing a Readiness Assessment to address the technological gap
identified by industry representatives. Given the growth of online courses/programs, this study
highlighted the importance of assessing the quality of distance education to address assurances of
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learning required for accreditation purposes. By utilizing a pre-intervention assessment, learners
are provided an opportunity to assess and decide their readiness for an online course. This might
engage learners to address skill deficiencies and maximize their learning opportunities and
expectations pointed out by industry representatives.
Similarly, by understanding and learning from this readiness assessment, instructors
might be able to identify learners who need assistance in developing their understanding of
expected performance in an online course. As such, online instructors can rethink pedagogical
strategies focusing on skill development, i.e. technological skills; developing and delivering
content that help learners communicate effectively with 21st century technology. Although the
results presented in this article relate to an online business communication course, practical
implications for adjusting pedagogical strategies can be applied to improve the online learning
environment and learners’ outcomes regardless of the subject of study. To this point, as
technology continues to emerge, using a pre-intervention assessment to identify additional skills
gaps can be useful. A readiness survey is a valuable assessment tool that provides functional
information for closing the gap between academic and industry standards.
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Improving Outcomes for Minority and Non-traditional Accounting Students in a Hybrid
Environment

This article discusses how learning outcomes for minority and non-traditional students enrolled
in blended-learning principles of accounting courses may be improved. One characteristic shared
by many of these students is weak fundamental skills including deficiencies in reading
comprehension and numerical literacy. Literature regarding the outcomes of students with weak
skills in blended-learning courses is examined. The importance of reading comprehension skills
in relation to numerical literacy, which is required for success in principles of accounting
gatekeeper courses, is also examined. Suggestions for supplemental instruction designed to help
students and the supporting role educational technology may play are presented.
Introduction
The genesis of this paper is based on the author’s classroom observations at a two-year
community college (Hostos Community College/City University of New York) where he is a
faculty member teaching accounting. Students in blended-learning Principles of Accounting
courses not only demonstrated difficulty in deriving solutions to word problem solving exercises,
but also experienced difficulty understanding the basic information presented in those exercises.
Many students seemed stymied by apparently simple queries such as: What does the question
ask you to do? Can you explain the transaction presented in the question? Which entity are you
accounting for? What transaction related events preceded the present state? What cues are
presented in the question to help develop a solution? In addition, student discussion board posts
on open-ended questions were too simplistic, poorly written and lacked any effort to delve into
the deeper meanings of concepts. Without the ability to fully understand accounting theory and
how this theory is applied in word problem exercises, students are less likely to succeed in
Principles of Accounting courses, a gateway course for many accounting programs.
These observations led to the author’s perception that for students with weak fundamental
skills, particularly reading comprehension skills, learning outcomes in blended-learning
Principles of Accounting courses may be inferior to their outcomes in comparable face-to-face
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courses. No studies have been conducted at Hostos addressing the relationship between reading
comprehension skills and learning outcomes for accounting students in blended-learning vs.
face-to-face courses. In addition, studies conducted on the general topic of online or blendedlearning vs. face-to-face learning have yielded contradictory results or have not focused on
students with demographic and academic attributes similar to students of Hostos, as explained in
more detail below. Recent trends reflect an increasing use of online and blended-learning courses
especially in community colleges for all subjects, including Principles of Accounting courses.
This trend may adversely affect the learning outcomes of increasing numbers of students who
enter community colleges with inadequate fundamental skills, including reading comprehension
skills, and may require extensive remediation (Wooten, 1996). As these students migrate from
face-to-face to blended-learning instruction, their learning outcomes may suffer unless
remediation measures are implemented to strengthen their academic preparation, including
reading comprehension skills during the students’ college careers.
Student Characteristics
The demographic and academic characteristics of Hostos students are important to this
paper in part because they are the students with whom this author has instructed in both face-toface and blended-learning Principles of Accounting courses and from which the observations are
derived. In addition, the research literature, though inconclusive, suggests that learning outcomes
of students with weak academic skills in blended-learning courses may be inferior to the
outcomes of similar students in face-to-face courses. Accounting students with similar
demographic and academic attributes in other community colleges may face the same challenges
while trying to improve learning outcomes in blended-learning Principles of Accounting courses.
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Eugenio Maria de Hostos Community College was established in 1968 to meet the needs
of individuals who historically have been excluded from opportunities for higher education.
The College is a member of The City University of New York (CUNY) which has an overall
enrollment of approximately 274,000 degree-credit students and is one of the largest public
universities in the nation. The College is located in the South Bronx (15th Congressional
District), often cited as one of the poorest congressional districts in the nation with 38.1% of
residents living below the poverty level (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). The College has a total
student enrollment of over 7,300 (Hostos Community College, 2016) with a student body that is
ethnically, linguistically and culturally diverse. The majority of students represent first
generation college students. Hispanics constitute 59% of total enrollment, followed by Black
students at 23%. The majority of students, 67.8%, reside in the Bronx and 15.7% reside in
Manhattan. Full-time students make up 57% of total enrollment while 43% are part-time
students. Hostos Community College is also a member of the Hispanic Association of Colleges
and Universities (HACU), where total Hispanic enrollment constitutes a minimum of 25% of the
total student enrollment (Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities, 2017).
Student Developmental Needs
CUNY requires that all students applying for an Associate or Bachelor’s degree program
demonstrate proficiency in English reading and writing, and mathematics to enable them to
pursue college level studies. This requirement may be satisfied by performance on designated
standard tests, for example SAT, ACT, New York State Regents examinations or by taking the
CUNY Skills Assessment Tests. For the freshman class of fall 2015 (1,137 students) the
passing rates on the CUNY Reading, Writing and Mathematics skills tests were 76.6%, 68.9%
and 21.2% respectively (Hostos Community College, 2016). Only 15% of this freshman class
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passed all three tests. Other research (Complete College America, 2012) indicates that over 50%
of students entering community colleges must take at least one remedial course. Due to the open
enrollment policy of the College, most of its students lack adequate general learning skills as
well as the English and mathematics skills required for college level courses. This lack of
preparedness by entering students makes the institution’s developmental program fundamental to
students successfully moving forward with college level courses.
Effectiveness of Developmental Courses
Researchers have begun to question the efficacy of developmental courses (Complete
College America, 2012). These developmental courses have helped students attain a basic level
of reading and writing competency prior to commencing their college courses. A potential issue
with the current developmental/remedial course model is that students may view developmental
reading and writing classes as irrelevant to success in their other courses. Failure of students to
see the relevance of applying theses skills may lead to loss of motivation and lack of effort to
transfer existing skills to another context (Attewell, Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 2006).
Another issue is that the type of reading and writing that students do in developmental
courses may be significantly different from that required in other courses. Depending on the
purpose of reading and the subject matter involved, students should be prepared to apply
different reading strategies (Taraban, Rynearson, & Kerr, 2000). In addition, skills that students
acquired in developmental/remedial courses may not be easily transferred to other contexts such
as accounting courses (Complete College America, 2012). Research has demonstrated that
students often do not successfully apply relevant skills or knowledge in novel contexts
(Ambrose, Bridges, Lovett, DiPietro, & Norman, 2010). Faculty typically expect that students
have acquired adequate reading and other fundamental skills by the time they enroll in their
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classes. Instruction in how to approach reading assignments in discipline-specific texts is often
lacking.
Importance of Reading Comprehension
Previous research (Pugh, Pawan, & Antommarchi, 2000; Pritchard, Romeo, & Muller,
1999) indicate that reading skills are considered to be an essential component of academic
success and intricately related to the learning process. For purposes of this paper, reading
comprehension includes the ability to extrapolate implicit and explicit meanings from words,
form judgments about those words and connect them to other texts (Anderson & Kim, 2011).
Furthermore, research cited in Anderson and Kim (2011) also indicate that students who have
effective reading strategies will be more successful in learning the material for their courses. A
study by Taraban, Rynearson, & Kerr (2000) found a consistent relationship between the use of
reading strategies and the participants’ grade point average. Participants who reported using
more reading goals and strategies had higher grade point averages than other participants.
Much of the instruction in Principles of Accounting courses focuses on learning basic
terminology and concepts which provide a framework for solving word problems using
numerical data (Lyle, 2016; Williams & Lyle, 2015; Wooten, 1996). One may expect that well
developed reading comprehension skills are required to successfully solve word problems.
Research by Kyttala and Bjorn (2014) concludes that in order to solve word problems involving
numerical processing one must know the meaning of individual words and how to integrate them
into more complex concepts. The study concluded that literacy skills were the most powerful
predictor of the ability to solve word problems.
Students of the College tend to have higher than average levels of deficiencies in
English and mathematics skills which, when combined with other pressures (financial stress,
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time limitations due to work and/or family responsibilities) places them at significant risk of
failing or not completing their college studies. Blended-learning courses are courses that
combine online and face-to-face delivery, in which a substantial portion of the content (30% to
79%) is delivered online, typically use online discussions, and typically have a reduced number
of face-to-face meetings (Myring, Bott, & Ewards, 2014).
In addition to online discussions which are usually text-based, the online activities may
also include reading assignments, online quizzes, blogs, viewing online videos, etc. The
reduction in face-to-face classroom meetings means less exposure by the students to the
accompanying verbal and other cues provided by an instructor in a classroom lecture. In a
blended-learning environment classroom discussions, in which concepts are interactively
discussed, questioned and defined may be limited due to the reduction in face to face meetings.
Alternatively, such discussions may be conducted online. However, students with poor written
communication skills may be less likely to express their ideas completely and accurately in these
discussions, and those with poor reading comprehension skills may not be able to extract
sufficient meaning from online discussions. This could be a critical impediment if students with
weak skills in blended-learning courses are to make productive use of their time for studying
efficiently and effectively.
Face-to-Face vs. Online and Blended-Learning: Empirical Evidence
Empirical studies on the effectiveness of online and blended-learning as compared to
traditional face-to-face learning have had mixed results. One meta-analysis prepared by Means,
Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, and Jones (2010) for the U.S. Department of Education reviewed the
results of 1,132 studies regarding online learning for the period from 1996 and 2008. The results
of this meta-analysis indicate that students in fully online courses performed marginally better
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than students in face-to-face sections, and that students in blended-learning courses performed
significantly better than those in face-to face sections. An important finding of this meta-analysis
is that blended-learning conditions often included additional learning time and instructional
elements not received by students in control conditions. It is possible that favorable results of the
blended-learning courses may not be attributed solely to the media used. These studies also lack
adequate evidence of the effects of online and hybrid courses on different student groups
including minority or non-traditional students in a community college environment.
Additional research has indicated that online learning may be more challenging for
students with weaker skills (Dowling, Godfrey, & Byles, 2003; Fajardo, 2014; Gracia & Jenkins,
2002; Perkins, 2015; Turner, Lesseig, & Fulmer, 2006). A study by Xu and Jaggars (2014)
examined the performance gap between online and face-to-face courses taken by 40,000 students
at community colleges in Washington State from 2004 to 2009. Results of this study indicate
negative effects of online learning, as compared to face-to-face learning, across every subgroup
of students. In addition, there were stronger negative effects for black students and students with
weaker skills. One concern expressed by Bowen (2013) is that online and blended-learning
instruction have the potential to exacerbate achievement gaps for lower income and
disadvantaged students, if weaker students perform worse than their better prepared colleagues in
these modes of instruction. A more recent study by Fajardo (2014) comparing face-to-face with
blended-learning reflects that high performing students performed equally well in both
traditional and hybrid formats while lower performing students performed worse in the hybrid
sections.
The contradictory results of the empirical studies point to the need for more research on
how online and blended-learning differ in their effects across student subgroups. However,
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several themes can be derived from the literature. Students who are better prepared academically
may perform equally as well or better in online and blended-learning courses vs. face-to-face
courses. Students with weaker academic skills tend to perform worse in online and blendedlearning courses vs. face-to-face courses. This should not be surprising since the additional
activities required in online learning often include additional readings, discussion boards, blogs
and other activities which place a significant reliance on students’ reading comprehension and
writing skills. This author observed that students with less developed reading comprehension
skills may not be able to grasp the full meaning and nuances of the assigned online readings.
Their discussion board posts were superficial, brief and lacked effort to explore and develop
concepts in more detail. The results also suggest that online and blended course design must take
into account the needs of lesser skilled students. Fajardo (2014) offers that best practices for
teaching accounting courses online (hybrid or asynchronous) in terms of strategies and
techniques are being offered “…with the goal of providing quality education, improving teaching
performance, and enhancing student’s learning experience and success in the learning
environment” (p. 28).
Reading Comprehension Instruction in Discipline-Specific Courses
If reading comprehension is a fundamental skill for learning, can supplemental
instruction improve learning outcomes in discipline-specific courses? A few studies have been
conducted in which reading comprehension instruction was combined with discipline-specific
courses (Jones & Fields, 2001). In a study conducted by Van Camp and Van Camp (2013), the
authors attempted to teach discipline-specific reading skills in a mid-level psychology, traditional
face-to-face course by including weekly reading assignments of original works by professionals
in the field. Results of the study reflected a significant improvement in the students reading skills
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by the end of the semester. This improvement in skills is consistent with the findings of Nist and
Holschuh (2000) and Ericsson (2006) supporting the efficacy of deliberate and ongoing practice
when learning any skill.
Application of this model for accounting courses in a blended-learning mode may be
more challenging than in a traditional face-to-face classroom environment. The reduction in
classroom time inherent in a blended-learning format may result in less classroom time devoted
to guidance on how to apply discipline-specific reading strategies. Alternatively, these
discussions may be conducted online, but students with poorly developed reading comprehension
skills may find it more challenging to learn these lessons in the online environment. Furthermore,
accounting courses have typically a substantial content component. Relinquishing classroom
time to focus on reading comprehension exercises may be a difficult choice for instructors.
Paired Course Model
Another approach to address weak reading comprehension skills is a paired course
model. In this model a reading support course is paired with a discipline-specific course to
continue remediation of the skills gap as students’ progress through their college courses. In
research by Shaffer, Eshbach, and Santiago-Blay, (2015), a reading support course was paired
with an environmental science course. Many students in this study were at risk due to preexisting science anxiety, academic under preparedness, low socio-economic status, first
generations status and English language learner issues.
The results of the study indicated that the retention rate was 84% for students in the
study group as compared to 73% for students in the control group. In addition 84% of students in
the study group had a grade of C or better in the environmental science course. Although the
authors of this study disclose a potential limitation due to the small number of participants (N=15
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in the study group and N=18 in the control group), they suggest that replication on a larger scale
may be warranted.
The paired course model may be attractive for students with weak reading comprehension
skills who would prefer to or may have to enroll in blended-learning courses. The ability to have
a co-requisite support course designed to strengthen and apply reading comprehension skills for
a discipline-specific course may help these students navigate the blended-learning environment
with greater success. This is an area where greater research may also be warranted.
The Role of Educational Technology
Technological innovations have opened new opportunities and challenges in the effort to
develop effective web-based learning activities (Potter & Johnston, 2006). The ability to access
educational materials on demand, from virtually any location should be a great benefit especially
for minority and non-traditional students who often struggle to meet the demands of a job and
family responsibilities. Increasing access, however, may not be enough for students with poor
reading comprehension and communication skills to fully benefit from web-based learning
activities. These students may require additional support to help them exploit the learning
opportunities available in the online portion of blended-learning courses. There is a growing
body of literature showing that supplemental instruction can improve retention for students who
are underprepared or poorly motivated (Congo & Schoeps 1993; Ramirez 1997; Xu &
Guillermo, 2001; Moore & LeDee, 2006). Educational technology can very well play an
important role in support of creatively designed supplemental instruction.
The use of targeted online videos as a form of supplemental instruction has been
encouraging. In a study by Sargent, Borthick, and Lederberg (2011), the authors designed a
series of short online videos for students in a Principles of Accounting course to determine if

50

retention and passing rates could be improved. The videos were intended to address three
common reasons cited for poor performance by students: intimidating class environments, low
aptitude and low motivation. The resulting tutorials were each only three minutes long, focused
on a specific concept so as not to overload students of lesser aptitude and facilitated achievement
of meaningful success by the end of the video to justify the student’s effort. The study was
conducted in two phases with the first phase being an initial implementation period covering the
semester for spring 2007. The second phase covered the six semester period prior to
implementation and six semesters post-implementation. Results of the second phase indicate a
reduction in the withdrawal rate from 18.4% prior to implementation to 11.3% after
implementation. In addition, the post-implementation pass rate of 79.8% was significantly higher
than the pre-implementation pass rate of 57.2%.
Combining innovative educational technology and strategic pedagogy can yield improved
learning outcomes. One study (Cheng & Swanson, 2011) measured the learning outcomes of
students in a blended-learning consolidations accounting course. The study group of students
was provided with multimedia based learning modules. The multimedia modules were delivered
in a computer based presentation and integrated text, graphics, video, animation and sound.
Students in the control group received text-based lectures. Results of the study indicated that
learning outcomes of the study group exceeded those of the control group. Other findings of this
research include a strong positive effect of the multimedia modules on the learning outcomes of
kinesthetic learners.
One of the advantages often cited of online or blended-learning courses is the ability of
students to access information on demand. Many texts are now offered in print and digital form
and are accompanied by a variety of electronic features including online homework systems.

51

These systems can provide tutorial support helping students solve problems, offer unlimited
practice opportunities, and have the added benefit of giving immediate feedback to students.
Research indicates that students tend to have favorable opinions of these systems and may be
willing to spend more time on homework out of class as compared to traditional homework
systems (Allain & Williams, 2006; Lee, Courtney & Balassi 2010; Sagarra & Zapata, 2008).
Recommendations
The recommendations below are based on the author’s classroom observations while
teaching blended-learning Principles of Accounting courses. In addition, research of the
literature regarding the efficacy of blended instruction as compared to face-to-face instruction
and the importance of reading comprehension skills to the learning process provided valuable
insights which contributed to the formation of these recommendations. Developmental programs
designed to teach and strengthen reading comprehension and other fundamental skills may leave
students with partially developed skills that require further practice before students can apply
them successfully in more demanding discipline-specific courses. The challenges faced by these
students are magnified in blended-learning Principles of Accounting courses because of the
technical nature of the subject matter and the need for well-developed reading comprehension
skills required for online learning activities. Continuing the practice and development of reading
comprehension skills of students should be an important priority as students move forward with
their college courses. The challenges faced by students at Hostos in blended-learning Principles
of Accounting courses, and the recommendations that follow, may be relevant to other colleges
whose students have similar demographic and academic attributes. The following
recommendations are presented for further consideration.
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Accounting faculty should consider introducing assignments that will address reading
comprehension strategies in Principles of Accounting courses. New students of accounting in
particular are susceptible to a high attrition rate and need additional support. Alternatively, a
paired course model can be employed for a more intensive focus on building skills. This would
require assistance from reading specialists for guidance on the design of assignments, how to
provide appropriate feedback or how to structure a paired course. Accounting faculty would also
need training on best practices for developing reading comprehension skills for students.
Greater coordination or communication between discipline-specific faculty and the
developmental faculty should be considered. There should be an alignment of expectations with
respect to the reading, writing and mathematics skills students will bring to discipline-specific
courses. This will help discipline-specific faculty plan for how to handle gaps in student skills.
Due to the general weakness of student skills, the implementation of blended-learning
accounting courses must incorporate the establishment of a robust network of support for
students. This should include a text written at an appropriate reading level, a variety of electronic
features such as digital text, online homework leaning management system (LMS) that allows for
instant feedback, problems with varying degrees of difficulty to accommodate the advanced
learners as well as the lower skilled learners, properly designed instructional videos, a tutorial
feature to assist students in solving problems and a degree of interactivity.
Transitioning students from face-to-face to blended or online courses should be carefully
planned, especially for students with low skills. It may be advisable to introduce students to
blended-learning in less demanding courses first and then progress to accounting courses. Prior
success in the online environment is a strong predictor of future success.
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Student support services should have in place established processes to closely monitor
academic progress, provide students with general learning skills, and implement early
interventions when necessary. This could very well include academic advisors, faculty advisors,
student orientation tutorial service, writing center, Math Online Tutor Lab, and Library
Resources and Services. All of these services can create an environment of support that can
facilitate student motivation and enhance student skills in moving forward to college-level
courses.
Efforts should be made to ensure that students are prepared for learning in the online
classroom by developing a customized online admission and orientation process to ensure that
students are prepared for learning in the online classroom. The orientation process should be
customized to better acquaint students with required educational technology “know-how.”
Finally, more research is needed to determine the effect of online and blended-learning
courses on the learning outcomes of minority students, who generally have less developed basic
skills, including reading comprehension and mathematics skills. In addition, the impact of
strategies to improve basic skills of students engaged in the blended-learning and online courses
of accounting should also be researched.
Conclusions
The number of minority and non-traditional students seeking access to higher education
are increasing, but tend to have weaker academic skills than traditional college students. As these
students migrate from traditional face-to-face classrooms to the online and blended-learning
environment, the lack of adequately developed skills, especially reading comprehension skills
may present a significant obstacle to their academic success. Blended-learning for technical
disciplines, such as accounting, will be particularly difficult for these students. Developmental
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programs have provided some benefit to students by improving basic skills required for more
rigorous coursework. However many students still struggle after completing developmental
programs. Research has demonstrated that improvement in reading comprehension skills can
lead to improvement in learning outcomes. Continuing to develop and practice these skills in
discipline-specific courses may lead to an improvement in learning outcomes. Continuing
advances in educational technology have allowed it to play a more important role in providing
supplemental instruction for students in online and blended-learning courses and can help
students improve variances in basic skills. Strong and coordinated support services can help
students undertaking remedial courses and workshops in reading, writing, and basic mathematics
skills, succeed and make the students’ life as convenient as possible.
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Teaching Teamwork and Design Thinking in Online Class Projects

This paper discusses the use of teamwork and design thinking principles in an online class
assignment. The objectives of the assignment were for students to (1) develop collaborative skills
and teamwork in a virtual context; (2) apply design thinking principles to solve a specified
problem; (3) use online tools and platforms to complete project tasks; and (4) evaluate the team
experience and individual performance. Results of using the assignment and the likely impact on
students’ teamwork and design thinking skills are discussed. Recommendations for using these
methods are then presented.
Keywords: Teamwork, Design Thinking, Online Learning

Introduction
As online teaching and learning become more popular in college business programs and
classes, instructors are concerned about maintaining credibility in their courses and teaching the
skills and capabilities that students need to develop as they prepare for the workplace. Two such
skills and capabilities are teamwork and design thinking. This article examines the use of
teamwork and design thinking principles in an online class project taught in an undergraduate
business course. The article explains the meaning and value of teamwork and design thinking in
business education; outlines methods used in the online project; describes students’ response to
and the instructor’s observations of the project experience; and makes some recommendations
for how the method can be improved and applied to other courses.
Teamwork
Teamwork is widely seen as crucial for success in college and the workplace today, so
more colleges now include teamwork competencies in general education courses and in liberal
arts and professional programs (Adler-Kassner, 2014). According to Houghton and Proscio
(2001), who researched the interpersonal skills that students and workers need in the workplace,
teamwork is the ability of team members “to share responsibilities, confer with others, honor
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commitments, help others do their jobs and seek help when needed” (p. 5). Teamwork efforts can
enhance peer learning and inclusiveness, build students’ interpersonal skills, enhance critical
thinking and active learning, and solve complex tasks and projects (Tucker & Abbasi, 2015).
Despite such benefits, students often see teamwork as among the most frustrating learning
experiences. They cite coordination and scheduling issues, interpersonal conflict, unequal
participation, lack of motivation, and loss of control as reasons for their ambivalence toward
team projects and activities (Guchait, Lei, & Tews, 2016).
Appreciating the benefits of teamwork becomes more complicated when instructors ask
students to collaborate in an online course. While face-to-face meetings reduce uncertainty in
communication, online interactions are mediated and asynchronous. For example, virtual team
members often have many options for communicating with each other, but some members may
lack the skills or tools needed to participate effectively online. Still, because virtual collaboration
has become more essential to workplace communication, Leinonen and Durall (2014) urge
instructors to help students overcome their apprehension over teamwork when they organize
team activities and methods for online courses. Leinonen and Durall argue that the principles of
design thinking can be effectively applied to online teaching and learning.
Design Thinking
In recent years, a growing number of organizations have shifted from a heavy reliance on
data-driven, scientific analysis to more creative, integrative approaches to resolving issues and
problems that affect their customers, employees, and other stakeholders. One such approach,
design thinking, explores the constraints, contexts, and circumstances of a problem, and seeks
solutions from many alternative perspectives, paths, and practices. Tim Brown, president of
IDEO, a consulting firm that has promoted the approach since the 1990s, defines design thinking
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as iterative because users observe, identify, and empathize with people’s needs, and then
brainstorm, develop and test products, services, and processes to meet such needs. According to
Brown, the “personality profile” of users of design thinking includes empathy, optimism,
experimentalism, integrative thinking, and collaboration (Brown, 2008). Knowing that students
face challenges when adjusting to teamwork, this author introduced design thinking as a way to
help them solve real-world problems and to develop some of the skills and benefits that accrue to
those who use the principles of design thinking in their outlook and work.
Methodology
The team activity was used in online and face-to-face sections of Business
Communication, a sophomore-level business foundation course that also satisfies one of the
general education communication requirements. A typical course section has students from
diverse majors across the university. The teamwork objective in Business Communication is to
expose students to different points of view so that they can work with others toward achieving
certain goals. The specific objectives of the team activity for my students were to: (1) develop
collaborative skills and teamwork in a virtual context; (2) apply design thinking principles to
solve a specified problem; (3) use online tools and platforms to complete project tasks; and (4)
evaluate the team experience and individual performance.
When the author attended campus-wide assessment workshops, other instructors felt that
it was hard to observe, control, and judge team interactions and outcomes. To overcome some of
the challenges expressed by colleagues at the assessment meetings and to enhance this author’s
ability to observe and coordinate team progress, the author instructed all teams to complete the
project using the online platform, Desire to Learn (D2L), which is available to all students at the
university. Students in the fully online section were instructed not to convene face-to-face

62

meetings or use telephone or texting as a means of communicating as this could inconvenience
some of their members. Students in the face-to-face section were allowed to discuss the project
during class meetings, but had similar restrictions on outside meetings and communication as the
online students. Both groups could use outside resources, but would share any information with
the rest of the team through D2L. Upon completing the project, students were required to submit
two documents: a team design proposal and an individual assessment memo that described each
student’s experience being on the team. Each team consisted of three or four members.
Team Design Proposal
The team design proposal addressed a problem or issue on campus or in the community.
Students were required to read the textbook chapters that explained persuasion and proposal
writing to learn how to use appropriate style and tone in their proposal. They were also required
to read an article that explained the concept of design thinking as an effective use of empathy,
brainstorming, feedback, modeling and collaborating to solve problems (Soken, 2016). The
project topics varied from semester to semester, but the project described in this article was given
over a two-year period and required teams to redesign a space on the third floor of the campus
library. This project resulted from a larger project by the library to upgrade its facility to be more
technology-friendly and appealing to students. Teams were allowed to interview key library
personnel and to share the findings with their team members.
At the beginning of the project, students completed required readings and then became
acquainted with other team members through their private online discussion forum. They
discussed the requirements of the project and how they might arrive at a solution using the
principles of design thinking. They were allowed three full days to complete the discussion, and
the teams would justify the decisions made in their proposals with evidence from published
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sources and people they interviewed. The teams would share their own stories about using the
library and solicit feedback from other students, library staff, physical plant staff, and others
about design features and constraints. Each team member was required to post at least five
original substantive comments, and to respond to three posts by their team mates. They were to
discuss ideas such as textures, surfaces, and light in the space; layout of the space; accessibility
to different users, including the disabled; and features that enhanced productivity and creativity.
After the discussion phase of the project ended, students were required to create the proposed
design for the space, draw the plan to be included in the proposal, and write the proposal. The
proposal was a three-page memorandum that was addressed to a designated member of the
library staff, who would share the proposals with other library staff members and provide
feedback to the teams. The written portion of the proposal consisted of the first two pages of the
proposal. The teams were given a template with specific items in each paragraph: the first
paragraph (P1) introduced and summarized the problem or issue for which the teams would
propose a solution. P2 through P7 gave details of the problem, discussed features that would
solve the problem using evidence from primary and published sources, described the layout of
the space, and concluded with an appeal to the library staff to accept the proposal.
On the third page of the proposal, the team presented the actual layout of the proposed
space using the design software, Floorplanner, which advertises itself as “the easiest and bestlooking way to create and share interactive floorplans online” (Floorplanner.com). Floorplanner
is a free design platform for basic design and users create an account that allows them to save
and share their designs. Users have many options for furniture, fixtures, colors, and shapes to
choose from, and they can drag and drop their design choices anywhere in the space being
designed. Using Floorplanner would likely enhance the team experience as reviews of the
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software reinforced its “social” characteristics: “Social is the way to go these days, and
Floorplanner took that route. Once you’re done with your design, you can email it, export the
image, create a link for it, or even create a widget to put on your blog so that your floor plan is
easily available to share with others. This adds a whole new aspect to the service, and one that I
think you’ll like” (Wagner, 2007). Figure 1 shows how a teacher (Foust, n.d.) in Sterling
Heights, Michigan used Floorplanner.com to design a library space:

Figure 1. Library layout designed on Floorplanner.com
Once a draft of the proposal was ready, the team uploaded it to their lockbox and
members took turns refining the document. After they were satisfied with the document, they
saved it as a PDF file and submitted it for grading.
Individual Assessment of Team Experience
After the teams submitted their proposals, each team member was required to write a
memo that assessed his or her experience working in the team. Students were asked not to
discuss this task with other team members, and to be candid in their responses. To guide their
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reflections, students answered specific prompts that were based on discussions with other
instructors at the team assessment workshop mentioned earlier in the paper:
1. Describe the team climate throughout the project.
2. How did each team member contribute to project tasks?
3. How did each team member respond to conflict in the team?
4. Which member evolved as the “team leader” and why?
5. What is your overall opinion of the team experience?
Discussion of Results
Implementing the team project in the online learning platform was easier than expected
probably because their discussion and file-sharing capabilities have vastly improved over the
years. Furthermore, it was easy to set up private groups with their own lockers. As instructor,
comments were made in their discussion groups, but did not interfere unless asked to. The
private discussion facility seemed to motivate students to compete with the other teams to
produce the best design proposal for the library. Expect for a few logistics questions, such as
whether to submit a single proposal and when discussion ended, students seemed to understand
what was expected and relied on their team members to clarify any misunderstanding.
Feedback from students confirmed that the careful design and implementation of
teamwork assignments produces positive learning experiences for students. Overwhelmingly,
students expressed enthusiasm over their team experience, and some commented that the team
project was one of the best they had completed in college. They also reported that using the
online platform, D2L, and design software, Floorplanner, enhanced their participation in the
project, interaction with team members, and creativity in completing the proposal. This author’s
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observation of the teams in action was that members were eager to share ideas and give feedback
to one another. This included students who would not ordinarily participate in class discussions.
Students were asked to describe the conflict that existed in the team. Conflict is a problematic
topic because one person may view conflict as a simple disagreement and opportunity to explore
an idea further, while another student may see it as a quarrel and something to avoid. In the
teamwork assessment workshop discussed earlier in the article, instructors disagreed most about
how to distinguish between healthy, productive conflict and debilitating, unproductive conflict.
In any case, because conflict tends to have negative connotations students tended to downplay
any conflict they might have experienced in the team and gave their teammates positive ratings.
The students depicted as causing conflict were those who barely participated in the team project,
who complained about their own busy schedules, or who failed to complete assigned tasks.
Despite the seemingly egalitarian culture in the teams and the fact that everyone seemed
to have similar access and ability to participate, students still identified specific individuals who
they felt emerged as team leaders. These leaders tended to initiate discussions and to guide the
task at each stage of the project. They seemed to have more influence in choosing the designs for
the space and in coordinating the writing of the proposal.
The downsides of the team experience tended to reflect the personal preferences of some
students and not the entire team. For example, some students were not accustomed to teamwork
online and admitted to preferring face-to-face interaction. A few admitted to violating the
communication restrictions, but they felt it helped to improve their input and to move the project
along. Face-to-face students who had an opportunity to meet in class seemed more likely to have
out of class meetings. Some students also felt constrained due to their unfamiliarity with the D2L
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discussion platform and Floorplanner software and felt they would have been able to contribute
more if they had the opportunity to learn the software before the project began.
Teams applied the principles of design thinking throughout the project. The most
surprising result was the intensity of the brainstorming phase where students produced so many
ideas and seemed comfortable with sharing insights that may have been considered bizarre in
other team processes. It appears that after learning the principles of design thinking students felt
liberated to share rather than accept the first ideas that came to mind. Students seemed more
patient with the pace of the project as they understood the importance of the brainstorming
phase.
Another observation of the application of design thinking by team members was a
heightened sense of empathy and awareness that they displayed about how library patrons would
respond to the redesigned space. Some teams had conducted in-depth interviews with students
across campus and with library staff and seemed to value the input from those groups. Empathy
was expressed in the brainstorming phase and the design phase of the project.
Conclusion and Recommendations
This paper discussed how to teach teamwork and design thinking in an online business
class project. As students question the value of teamwork, while workplaces express the need for
more team-oriented workers, instructors have the challenge of integrating and managing these
needs into a course that maintains credibility and enhances learning. The results show that
carefully planned team projects can enhance students’ collaborative and problem-solving skills.
Tucker and Abbasi (2015) argue that when teamwork is more thoughtfully planned and students
know how their input and outcomes are assessed, the results are more positive.
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It appears that when interaction among team members is more visible and documented in
discussion forums and other sharing tools, students feel more accountable and will be less likely
to shirk responsibilities, as is often the complaint about teamwork in college courses. This is a
particular benefit of moving face-to-face projects online (Staggers, Garcia, & Nagelhout, 2008).
In addition, if students learn specific steps in collaboration using design-thinking principles, they
learn the expectations and seem to be more empathetic, open-minded, and creative in their
outlook and disposition. Those students who may have been less inclined to share their ideas
seem more empowered to speak without feeling that the other team members will judge them
negatively. They also know that the process is iterative and they have an opportunity to fine-tune
their contributions later.
For the reason that teamwork projects can be complicated, students should be given clear
protocols and rules, and allowed to ask questions about the expectations throughout the project.
In this regard, they should be taught to rely on each other for ideas, clarification, and opinions
before contacting the instructor. They should be encouraged to address each team member by
name and not to respond only to the apparent or assigned team leaders. If a member is absent
from the discussion for a prolonged period, other members should inquire to that member and
bring them back into the activity. If conflicts between members occur, they should discuss their
differences and reach a decision that benefits the functioning of the team. As mentioned earlier,
conflict may enhance the creativity and output of the team.
Overall, this online team project overcame some of the uncertainties expressed by
students and instructors over the benefits of teamwork to students and the ability of instructors to
assess its outcomes. Using discussion forums and other collaborative software seem to improve
team interaction and the quality of input by each team member (Engellant, Guzik, & Williams,
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2014). The dynamics of every team will be different, but with careful planning instructors can
improve the chances that students recognize the benefits of the team experience and approach it
with a more optimistic attitude as they prepare for the real world of teamwork.
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Student and Faculty Perceptions on the Frequency and Severity of Ten Types of Plagiarism
in iPradigms’ Plagiarism Spectrum
In 2012, iParadigms, LLC, the creator of Turnitin, the world's leading web-based solution for
plagiarism prevention, sponsored a study that investigated the prevalence (frequency) and
problematic nature (severity) of ten types of plagiarism. This paper shares the results of a 2015
study in which college students were asked to respond to the same questions on the ten types of
plagiarism posed earlier to the secondary and post-secondary instructors participating in the 2012
iParadigms study. Interestingly, the student respondents generally expressed greater outrage with
both the frequency and problematic nature of the various types of plagiarism. The students’
composite “problematic” rating of all ten types of plagiarism was almost 5 rating points higher
than that of the instructors.

Introduction
The pressures that students have to deal with daily are massive. Course loads, planned for
full-time students, are excruciating when paired with collegiate athletics, a job, or multiple extracurricular activities. Assignments start to blur, and when an essay is due at midnight and a
student gets back from a job at 10 p.m., desperation kicks in. The quickest, easiest, and most
surefire way to get a good grade in such a short amount of time is to resort to plagiarism.
This study will start by reviewing briefly some relevant literature sources that will
discuss the rampancy of plagiarism, a look into the “excuses” given for it, and what students
think about it. The analysis section will review a comparative study between instructors and
students regarding their impressions involving the frequency and problematic nature of ten
distinct types of plagiarism. Finally, the study will end by presenting several recommendations.
Related Literature
Plagiarism, by definition, is “to steal and pass off the ideas or words of another as one's
own” (Merriam-Webster, 2014). It happens in outrageous amounts and is an egregious offense
when discovered, particularly as it pertains to a university. Students who receive failing grades
on an assignment as the result of plagiarism are lucky; many fail a class altogether or even get
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expelled from their university over one case of plagiarism. In a survey done by Plagiarism.org
with a sample of around 71,300 students, 43% of undergraduate college students in that sample
admitted to written or test cheating. To put that in detail, 30,659 students within a sample of
71,300 admitted to a written or standardized form of academic dishonesty in their undergraduate
careers (Facts and stats, n.d.). So why is plagiarizing so wrong and why is it so easy to do?
Why Is Plagiarism So Rampant?
Plagiarism exists in such high numbers because students lack the education needed to
understand why it is wrong. They do not recognize that the act of plagiarism is the act of stealing
someone else’s intellectual property and claiming it. To a student, plagiarism might be a lastditch effort to turn in an assignment on time. There is quite possibly no prior thought to the
situation, and as a result, no understanding of the consequences. According to Reymann (2008),
plagiarism may be directly linked to the different styles of communication that students are
required to learn: boilerplate templates, single sourcing, and collaboratively writing texts
(Hanson, Stith, & Tesdell, 2011).
Reymann suggests that instructors should take it upon themselves to educate students,
and should “rethink the teaching of plagiarism, as it occurs both in the classroom and in
textbooks, by (a) incorporating discussion of legal definitions of authorship and (b) using
analyses of workplace scenarios as a pedagogical tool” (Reymann, 2008). A student may find it
easier to copy and paste something they find on the Internet rather than put the work in to
studying a communication style that he or she views as irrelevant. Because the specific
educational values of an assignment are not clarified, students often do not respect the potential
to learn from them and disregard them.
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In an academic world where students are bombarded with assignments from most
professors, it becomes very easy to find a test bank with the right answers to a test, or to copy
and paste some well-written words from an academic journal. Assignments should be carefully
considered and given to maximize the benefits for the student, not to overload him or her with
unnecessary work. Additionally, students must become educated as to why plagiarism is wrong.
Academic dishonesty not only cheats the original source out of its credit, but also steals the
opportunity to learn from a student. Since college is a time of cultivation and the development of
knowledge, student perspectives should be fostered to crave and respect the education being
given.
What Causes Plagiarism?
Plagiarism, while often used as a last-minute effort due to forgetfulness or lack of time
management, is also very heavily influenced by student laziness. Hanny den Ouden from Utrecht
University and Carel van Wijk from Tilburg University (2011) had very interesting perspectives
on the inspirations of plagiarism: “When questioning students, our boards of examiners have
heard them admit more than once that they were not ignorant of the rules, but panicked because
they were running out of time, or that they were simply unwilling to do the work, finding writing
a tedious affair” (den Ouden & van Wijk, 2011). Susan E. Hall, a professor from the University
of West Georgia, was taken aback by the plagiarism in her class. “I knew students cheated and
plagiarized work, but I never thought it would be so blatant, because of the ‘creativity’ I tried to
build into the project” (Hall, 2011).
Plagiarism is often inspired, not by the tediousness of a project, but instead by the apathy
of a student. Many students come into college with the perspective of surviving it (i.e., “just
making it out alive”). As a result, they do not value the education that they are receiving. While
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some students treasure the moment they get into their upper-level classes, others find excuses to
cheat their way across the stage for a diploma that they did not really earn. Unfortunate, too, are
the thousands of students at each university who rely heavily on a full-time job in order to
survive because their parents cannot or will not pay the bills. These students find difficulty in the
time management of their work and academics, and often use plagiarism as a fail-safe to ensure
they at least get an assignment turned in on time. Because professors are so accustomed to the
excuses that many students give just to buy more undeserved time, they are often very
unforgiving of those students who actually do need the extra time.
Professors should make a more genuine effort to be gracious of schedules, depending on
the student asking for an extension. Additionally, students should become more enthusiastic
about the educational opportunities that they are experiencing. Laziness is an unforgiveable
academic crime, as it steals from everyone. The ultimate payment falls onto the backs of the
students, who are going to have to continue on into the future without the extensive education
that they could have had because they were too lazy to fully learn. Students must learn to
immerse themselves into their classes with the full intention of earning every ounce of their
degree and contributing to the workforce in the way that they have been equipped to do.
What Are The “Excuses?”
So then what is the excuse? Do students understand the severity of their actions? They
are aware of the rules, but are they aware of the reasons why the rules were in place? And while
the students acknowledge their fault, do they truly understand what plagiarism is?
McCabe (2005) suggests that part of the excuse for plagiarism is that students believe the
information they find on the Internet is public knowledge, and therefore does not need to be cited
(Rimer, 2003). According to Howard and Davies (2009), “Students tend to overlook the
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boundaries between what they actually produce and what they cut and paste because copying text
from the Internet is so easy.” In a 2010 survey, only 33% of students indicated that their personal
ethics would keep them from Internet plagiarism (Jones, 2011). Internet sources are problematic
because, like McCabe suggested, students believe that the information they find on the Internet is
public knowledge. Because they do not recognize Internet postings as intellectual property, they
do not find the need to respect its source.
Unsurprisingly, student knowledge on the different forms of plagiarism is relatively low.
In a poll done by Dorothy Jones (2011), “only 50% or more of the students correctly identified
nine of the [plagiarism] scenarios correctly” (Jones, 2011, p. 144) as shown in Table 1. Because
plagiarism has so many different facets, students often get lost on all the different things it might
be. As shown in Table 1, 100% of respondents knew that turning in someone else’s paper for an
assignment was plagiarism. However, only 17% knew that turning in a paper without the proper
forms of citation is plagiarism.

Table

1: Actions Students Consider to Be Plagiarism/Cheating
What Do Students Consider to Be Plagiarism/Cheating?
Percentage
Turning in another person’s assignment as your own assignment
100
Cutting and pasting a paper together using online materials without appropriate
92
citations
Purchasing a paper from a research service or downloading one from the Internet
75
Delivering an oral/digital presentation based on information copied directly from the
75
Internet without appropriate citations
Changing the words around in a quote and using them without documentation
67
Copying information directly from a source document, documenting the source but
leaving out the quotation marks or indenting five spaces to indicate the information
67
is a direct quote
Taking ideas from someone’s writings and citing it without appropriate citations
58
Paraphrasing the ideas of others without documentation
50
Lifting more than 10 consecutive words from a document without proper
50
acknowledgment
Taking media from the Internet, including images, pictures, music, videos, and so on
25
Using information that you consider common knowledge without citation
17
76

Turning in an assignment previously submitted for another class
Source: Dorothy Jones, 2011, Business Communication Quarterly.
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Although there is an extensive amount of instruction on the actual style of citations, there
is not an explanation or justification as to why proper citation is important. Because students do
not understand the reasoning behind this form of plagiarism, they do not even know that it is a
problem. Plagiarism is much more multifaceted than it is taught to be and students must be
informed of all of these facets before they are held captive by accidental academic misconduct.
What Do Students Think?
In 2010, over a third of a business communications class at the University of Central
Florida admitted to the usage of online test bank questions to help them study for their midterm
(The Ticker, 2010). Generic student responses about the topic were mixed, as 50% believed that
the UCF students were cheating, while the other half did not. “The students had access to the test
without the professor’s permission and that is a violation of the code of ethics,” shared one
student who believed that the UCF academics were cheating (Jones, 2011, p. 146). Jones (2011)
noted the importance of doing the right thing:
“Even though the Internet [sic] provides you with access to multiple things does not mean
you should not do the right thing. The fact that one student had a guilty conscience. I
know more than one person felt that same way and knew that they were committing a
crime” (Jones, 2011, p. 146).
Another student, who felt the UCF undergraduates were justified in their test study
materials, stated the following:
“The students did not cheat because the professor generated the test from a test bank,
which could have been obtained by anyone who had access to the Internet. The students
simply studied the test they accessed from online to help them pass the test. Cheating is
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doing something unethically wrong, and the students did not do anything unethical by
using their resources to prepare for the test. The students who used the online test
question still have to know the information. The online test was used as an online
supplement (Jones, 2011, p. 146).”
In response to an article, “Are You Part of ‘Generation Plagiarism’?” in the New York
Times by Holly Epstein Ojalvo, students gave their opinions about plagiarism. A respondent,
Kelley, argued that educational opportunities on plagiarism should be maximized upon. “Our
English teacher gave us a lengthy lecture on the consequences of plagiarism and how to properly
give credit to a source,” she shared (Ojalvo, 2010). The student continued with the following
thought:
“We reviewed a newspaper article about a woman who plagiarized on her Masters paper,
and many years later had her title revoked and was fired from her prestigious job.
Instructors should begin informing students to lower the rate of plagiarism. Attacking the
issue head-on will help the technologically-attached generation to be educated in the
concept of authorship” (Ojalvo, 2010).
Another student, Burke, agreed with Kelley’s incentive: “In recent discussions of plagiarism, a
controversial issue has been whether students realize the severity of copying others’ words, or
they are just too lazy to care” (Ojalvo, 2010).
On the one hand, some argue that students of “Generation Plagiarism” have not been
taught that it is a serious crime, or that they are confused about what is technically considered
plagiarism. From this perspective many think that they are simply naïve and with proper
knowledge, would gladly stop and change their ways. On the other hand, however, others argue
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that students are just being idle with their schoolwork, and are too uncaring when “giving credit
where it is due” (Ojalvo, 2010).
It is clear that the students of “Generation Plagiarism” beg for some form of education on
plagiarism in order to understand the grievousness of a crime they often do not realize that they
are committing. Therefore, it is very important to implement some strong educational
opportunities that provide students with a greater understanding of what plagiarism is before they
are swept away by a harsh academic punishment for a crime that they did not understand.
Methodology
iParadigms, LLC, the company that created the Internet-based plagiarism-prevention
service Turnitin.com, devised a "plagiarism spectrum" that identifies ten distinct types of student
plagiarism of varying degrees of severity. At one end of the spectrum are the most egregious and
blatant examples of plagiarism, such as submitting an assignment written completely by
someone else. On the other extreme of the spectrum are examples of plagiarism some may not
even recognize as plagiarism, such as ineffective paraphrasing from another source. The ten
types of plagiarism are listed in Table 2.
Researchers at iParadigms prepared a survey instrument that identified and illustrated
each of the ten types of plagiarism on the plagiarism spectrum. Below each plagiarism type on
the survey instrument were questions asking respondents to provide their perceptions of the
seriousness and frequency of that plagiarism type; that is, to indicate how serious they thought
that type of plagiarism was and how frequently they thought students violated it.
The iParadigms researchers administered the survey to 879 secondary and higher
education instructors from around the world. The results of that study were reported in a 2012
white paper report.
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Purpose
The purpose of this study was to administer the same plagiarism survey instrument to
college students in undergraduate business communication courses and to compare their results
to those produced earlier by the 879 secondary and higher education instructors in the 2012
iParadigms study.
Participants
Two groups of participants were involved in this study: (a) undergraduate business
students from a university in the United States Southwest and (b) instructors at academic
institutions of various levels from around the world.
Students. Participants were recruited from junior-level business communication classes at
Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi, a mid-size university located along the Texas Gulf
Coast. The College of Business is AACSB-accredited and enrolls approximately 1,300
undergraduate business students (Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi, 2014). As directed by
the university’s Institutional Review Board, a human subject research protocol form was
completed and approved.
The study data collection period occurred in 2015, which included 10 different Business
Communication course sections. Students had the opportunity to opt out of the study, which
several did. In addition, respondents who did not finish or complete the form correctly were later
removed from the study.
A total of 213 students participated fully in this study. This number included 129 female
students (60%) and 84 male students (40%). Twenty-four of those students were international
students (19 females, 5 males).
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Instructors. One of the major objectives of this study was to compare the survey results
offered by the undergraduate business students with those of instructors to see whether the two
groups viewed the frequency and problematic nature of the various types of plagiarism
differently. Fortunately, iParadigms, LLC, the company that created the Internet-based
plagiarism-prevention service Turnitin.com, had recently completed such a survey with
instructors.
Rather than replicate the iParadigms study results of instructors, the principal researcher
of this study requested and received permission from the company to use their survey findings.
Ray Huang, Senior Customer Programs Manager for Turnitin, authorized permission to use
information contained within the Plagiarism Spectrum white paper for educational purposes with
proper attribution (R. Huang, personal communication, January 7, 2014).
Many of the instructors (39%) in the iParadigms study worked at four-year institutions.
The remaining respondents in their study worked at secondary schools (28%), graduate
institutions (20%), two-year colleges (12%), and other institutions (1%). As far as the academic
disciplines represented, 33 percent of the respondents were English/Writing/Composition
instructors, 38 percent taught in disciplines other than English, 2 percent were librarians, and 27
percent were classified as “other.” Although the iParadigms study states that its respondents were
from countries around the world, it does not specifically indicate the number of respondents from
each country.
Survey Instrument
Student respondents accessed the survey through their course Blackboard learning
management system. The survey was delivered through Blackboard’s assessment course menu
function. The survey instrument contained 23 questions--20 content questions and 3
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demographic questions. The content questions asked respondents about their perceptions of each
of the ten types of plagiarism from the plagiarism spectrum. Specifically, respondents were
asked two questions for each of the ten types of plagiarism: how frequently they believed
students engaged in that type of plagiarism and how problematic they believed that type of
plagiarism to be. The demographic questions were used for cross-tabulation purposes. A copy of
the survey instrument appears in the appendix.
As noted earlier, the survey was administered through Blackboard’s testing function. The
instructors’ composite answer responses were programmed into the test as the “correct” answer
responses. One advantage of placing the survey activity on the Blackboard testing site was to
allow students to see immediately the instructors’ composite answer responses to each of the
content questions. Allowing students to see the instructors’ responses gave students an
opportunity to compare the responses and think about their responses that varied significantly
from the instructors’ responses.
Findings
A survey instrument featuring ten distinct types of plagiarism was administered to two
groups. Respondents were asked to rate each of the ten types of plagiarism regarding frequency
of occurrence (how often respondents thought that type of plagiarism occurred) and problematic
nature (how egregious respondents thought that type of plagiarism was). The rating scale ranged
from 0 (lowest) to 10 (highest). The survey was first administered to a group of 879 secondary
and higher education instructors from around the world. The same survey instrument was
administered several years later to a group of 213 undergraduate business students at a public
university in Texas. The findings first reported a comparison of results between the instructors
and the students.
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Interestingly, the student respondents generally expressed greater outrage with both the
frequency and problematic nature of the various types of plagiarism. Overall, the students’
composite “frequency” rating of all ten types of plagiarism was 6.89 (out of a maximum of 10),
as shown in Table 2. That number was over two rating points higher than the instructors’
composite rating of 4.77. In addition, the students’ composite “problematic” rating of all ten
types of plagiarism was 7.91 (out of 10), which was almost 5 rating points higher than that of the
instructors (3.16).
Table 2: Faculty and Student Responses to the Ten Types of Plagiarism in the Plagiarism
Spectrum
Plagiarism
Type
Clone

Ctrl C

FindReplace

Remix

Recycle

Hybrid

Mashup

Measurement
Submitting another’s work, word-for-word,
as one’s own
Frequency
Problematic
Contains significant portions of text from a
single source without alterations
Frequency
Problematic
Changing key words and phrases but
retaining the essential content of the source
Frequency
Problematic
Paraphrases from multiple sources, made to
fit together
Frequency
Problematic
Borrows generously from the writer’s
previous work without citation (student
self-plagiarism).
Frequency
Problematic
Combines perfectly cited sources with
copied passages without citation
Frequency
Problematic
Mixes copied material from multiple
sources

Faculty Students Difference

9.5
9.5

5.6
9.0

3.9
0.5

8.9
7.4

6.7
8.7

2.2
-1.3

3.9
1.2

6.9
8.5

-3.0
-7.3

5.6
.5

6.9
7.1

-1.3
-6.6

5.5
2.8

7.0
7.8

-1.5
-5.0

.5
1.1

7.1
8.0

-6.6
-6.9
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404

Aggregator

Re-tweet

Frequency
Problematic
Includes citations to non-existent or
inaccurate information about sources
Frequency
Problematic
Includes proper citation to sources but the
paper contains almost no original work
Frequency
Problematic
Includes proper citation but relies too
closely on the text’s original wording
and/or structure
Frequency
Problematic

9.1
4.4

7.4
7.8

1.7
-3.4

.6
1.3

6.9
7.4

-6.3
-6.1

3.8
2.9

7.1
7.2

-3.3
-4.3

1.4
.5

7.3
7.6

-5.9
-7.1

4.77
3.16

6.89
7.91

-2.12
-4.75

OVERALL
Frequency
Problematic

As far as the individual or distinct types of plagiarism, students assigned higher
“frequency” ratings to 7 of the 10 types of plagiarism. Two of the seven “frequency” differences
were of 1 rating point, two were of 3 points, and three were of 6 points. The only individual
types of plagiarism in which the instructors assigned higher “frequency” ratings than the students
were “Clone” (9.5 vs. 5.6), “Ctrl-C” (8.9 vs. 6.7), and “Mashup” (9.1 vs. 7.4). Overall, the
students’ composite “problematic” rating of all ten types of plagiarism was 7.91 (out of a
maximum of 10), as shown in Table 2. That number was almost 5 rating points higher than the
instructors’ composite rating of 3.16. As far as the individual types of plagiarism, students
assigned higher “problematic” ratings to 9 of the 10 types of plagiarism. One of the nine
“problematic” difference was of 1 rating point, one was of 3 points, one was of 4 points, one was
of 5 points, two were of 6 points, and three were of 7 points. The only individual type of
plagiarism in which the instructors assigned higher “problematic” ratings than the students was
“Clone” (9.5 vs. 9.0).
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Recommendations
It seems that plagiarism is prevalent because of three things: the lack of awareness on the
subject, the massive and unoriginal workload from professors, and the presence of laziness and
apathy in the academic pursuits of students. These problems must be addressed head-on—by
both instructors and students—in order to more fully defeat the presence of plagiarism in today’s
academic world.
Instructors
The responsibility of plagiarism education starts with instructors. In many cases, students
may not know that they are plagiarizing. Because there are so many potential ways to plagiarize,
it is important to provide a well-rounded tutelage of the subject in order to leave students without
excuses. Educational boards and instructors must attempt to set their students up for success so
that each and every one of them has the opportunity to succeed, not be torn down by
discrepancies and academically ruined by an uninformed mistake.
Most colleges offer some type of plagiarism instruction somewhere on their websites or
in their orientation programs. Adams State University, the University of Texas School of Public
Health, and many other academic institutions even use the “Plagiarism Spectrum” in their
plagiarism instruction (Adams Center, n.d.; UTHealth, n.d.). Nevertheless, instructors would be
wise to provide rudimentary plagiarism instructions early in the semester. If time allows,
instructors could easily present the “Plagiarism Spectrum” and discuss several types of
plagiarism that students may never have considered—such as self-plagiarism. Instructors could
follow up their discussion of self-plagiarism by encouraging students to consider using a product,
such as WriteCheck (Turnitin LLC, 2017).
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Dutch professors den Ouden and van Wijk had a great conclusion for their plagiarism
prevention methods. “Our approach is a straightforward one,” they said. “Combine the inherent
threat of detection through the use of a detection tool with clear instructions and carefully
designed writing tasks. Assignments have to be more demanding than just listing and
summarizing information, and they need to ask for the inclusion of individualized original
content” (den Ouden & van Wijk, 2011, p. 200).
In addition to plagiarism instruction, professors must monitor the work load assigned in
their courses. It is overwhelming to a student to have to keep up with dozens of assignments
being thrown at him or her. Professors should instead focus on originality in their assignments
(i.e., creating a lesser workload that has a more detailed focus on the specific class rather than a
large, generic workload). Educational experiences, particularly college, should not be about
overloading a student and immersing him or her into four years of stress. It should instead be
about the cultivation of minds and the furthering of a specific field of study. Professors should
consider shifting their assignments to allow for a more detailed, and less cluttered, class
experience.
Students
Students need to inform themselves of what constitutes plagiarism and how to avoid it.
Even if instructors do not formally address plagiarism directly during classroom instruction, it is
highly likely that instructors will address it somewhere on the course syllabus. If necessary,
students need to learn about plagiarism on their own. Although plagiarism instruction is likely
available somewhere on the students’ own college websites, often at the university libraries’
sites, students may use highly regarded supersites, such as the Purdue OWL (Online Writing
Lab) site (Purdue University, 2017).
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In addition to being held responsible for being informed on plagiarism, students must be
held responsible for the priority they place on their activities and responsibilities. To be honest,
students frequently plagiarize because they wait until the last minute to start an assignment. Such
an attitude indicates a disregard for an education. An education is important, and the students
who do not treasure it should be called out. According to Bloomberg, only 6.7% of the world’s
population had a college degree in 2010 (Flinn, 2010). Because the opportunity for a college
experience is so rare, students should grab hold of the experience and take advantage of it.
College is an opportunity to become incredibly adept in a career path of choice, and it should not
be taken lightly. Every class, especially those that pertain to a major, should be considered very
seriously in an effort to draw out as much of an education from them as possible.
Students who allow laziness or apathy to infect their collegiate careers are more than
likely going to carry gaps in their education with them into the workforce. What would happen if
a doctor glossed over the cardiac section of her medical school anatomy class, and then finds
herself working on a patient who needs open-heart surgery? Students must consider every facet
of their education with the utmost importance. While post-graduate educations work hard to
defeat any gaps in an education, it is very likely that many students will walk out of their
educations without full knowledge of their trade due to their own apathy. Students should foster
inside themselves a desire to learn, to cultivate their minds for the furtherance of their
contributions to humanity.

87

References
Adams Center. (n.d.). Plagiarism spectrum. Retrieved from http://blogs.acu.edu/adamscenter
/2016/08/12/plagiarism-spectrum/.
den Ouden, H. & van Wijk, C. (2011). Plagiarism: punish or prevent? Some experiences with
academic copycatting in The Netherlands. Business Communication Quarterly, 74 (2),
196-200. doi: 10.1177/1080569911404405
Facts and stats. (n.d.). Retrieved November 19, 2014, from
http://www.plagiarism.org/resources/facts-and-stats/.
Flinn, R. (2010, May 19). 67% of world population has a college degree. Bloomberg News.
Retrieved from http://www.sfgate.com/business/article/6-7-of-world-population-has-acollege-degree-3188360.php
Hall, S. (2011). Is It Happening? How to avoid the deleterious effects of plagiarism and cheating
in your courses. Business Communication Quarterly, 74(2), 179-182. doi:
10.1177/1080569911404057
Hansen, B., Stith, D. & Tesdell, L.S. (2011). Plagiarism: what’s the big deal? Business
Communication Quarterly, 74(2), 188-191 doi:10.1177/1080569911404695
Howard, R. M., & Davies, L. J. (2009). Plagiarism in the Internet Age. Educational Leadership,
66(6), 64-67.
Jones, D. L. R. (2011). Academic dishonesty: are more students cheating? Business
Communication Quarterly, 74(2), 141-150. doi: 10.1177/1080569911404059
McCabe, D. L. (2005). Cheating among college and university students: A North American
perspective. International Journal for Educational Integrity, 1(1), 2/16/2010. Retrieved
from http://www.ojs.unisa.edu.au/index.php/IJEI/article/view/14.
Ojalvo, H. E. (2010, August 3). Are you part of ‘Generation Plagiarism’? The New York Times.
http://learning.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/08/03/are-you-part-of-generationplagiarism?_php=true&_type=blogs&_php=true&_type=blogs&r=1&.
Plagiarize [Def. 1]. (n.d.). Merriam-Webster Online. In Merriam-Webster. Retrieved November
19, 2014, from http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/plagiarizing.
Purdue University. (2017). Is it plagiarism yet? Retrieved from
https://www.owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/589/02/.
Reymann, J. (2008). Rethinking plagiarism for technical communication. Technical
Communication, 55(1), 61-67.

88

Rimer, S. (2003, September 3). A campus fad that's being copied: Internet plagiarism seems on
the rise. The New York Times. http://www.nytimes.com/2003/09/03/nyregion/a-campusfad-that-s-being-copied-internet-plagiarism-seems-on-the-rise.html.
Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi Public Information Office. (2014, December 11).
TAMUCC College Data Profile. Retrieved from
http://www.collegedata.com/cs/data/college/college_pg01_tmpl.jhtml?schoolId=681.
The Ticker. (2010, November 18). Cheating on University of Central Florida test was aided by
use of textbook questions [The Chronicle for Higher Education news blog]. Retrieved
from http://chronicle.com/blogs/ticker/cheating-on-u-of-central-florida-test-was-aidedby- use-of-textbook-questions/28335.
Turnitin LLC. (2017). WriteCheck. Retrieved from
http://en.writecheck.com/?gclid=COudyryy29ICFQmFaQodpmMABQ.
UTHealth. (n.d.). The University of Texas School of Public Health Student Guide on Plagiarism.
Retrieved from https://sph.uth.edu/content/uploads/2010/05/UTSPH-Student-Guide-onPlagiarism-NEW-FORMAT.pdf.

89

The Changing Face of Education:
Welcoming Generation Z to the Classroom

Ashley A. Hall
Assistant Professor
Department of Business Communication and Legal Studies
Nelson Rusche College of Business
Stephen F. Austin State University
PO Box 13060, SFA Station
Nacogdoches, TX 75962
(936) 468-2968
hallaa@sfasu.edu

Carol S. Wright
Assistant Professor
Department of Business Communication and Legal Studies
Nelson Rusche College of Business
Stephen F. Austin State University
PO Box 13060, SFA Station
Nacogdoches, TX 75962
(936) 468-1780
cwright@sfasu.edu

90

The Changing Face of Education:
Welcoming Generation Z to the Classroom

The latest group of students in our schools is Generation Z. These students differ from the
previous generation in that they are more tech-savvy, pragmatic, and cautious. Teachers should
be aware of these transformations and learn ways to adapt instruction to promote the most
effective learning environment to reach today’s students. Some suggestions for engagement
include project-based learning, effective use of technology, direct communication of
expectations, and working collaboratively.

Humble, pragmatic, and mature. These are characteristics not often used to describe
today’s students. However, the common traits of students are changing as Generation Z
infiltrates the education system and begins entering post-secondary institutions. A careful look at
classrooms today will show a subtle shift in the values of our young generation. Regardless of
whether one believes this is for the best, teachers should be ready to adapt to these changes.
To understand some of the shifts that are occurring, it is important to discuss some of the
collective characteristics of past generations. There are five generations common in the world
today. Though there is debate on the exact years included in each generation, the following
overview will help educators be aware of the generational breakdowns and how each generation
has its own unique characteristics. The most common generations alive today are Traditionalists
(born between 1900 and 1945), Baby Boomers (born between 1946 and 1964), Generation X
(born between 1965 and 1980), Generation Y commonly referred to as Millennials (born
between 1981 and 2000), and Generation Z (born between 1995 and 2010). Each generation was
impacted by different influencers. For example, Traditionalists were impacted by world events
like World War II and the Great Depression. Millennials, on the other hand, were greatly
influenced by digital media, the September 11, 2001 terrorist attack, and a world that was very
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child-focused (“West Midland Family Center,” n.d.). Each of these generations experienced life
events that shaped their future collective behaviors. Cahill and Sedrak (2012) noted that “early
life experiences contribute to generational differences that are deeply imprinted in individuals’
beliefs, values, preferences, and behaviors and are not easily changed” (p. 4). Accordingly, it is
important for educators to be aware of generational differences that exist between today’s
students and previous students.
Generation Z, currently aged approximately 6 to 21 years old, is now filling our
education system from elementary schools to colleges. Every year Beloit College produces a
Mindset List™ which includes information about the world in which the incoming college
freshmen grew up. A review of this publication helps one to understand the unique
characteristics of this generation. The “Mindset List™ for the Class of 2020” includes the
following facts relevant to Generation Z:
•

“There has always been a digital swap meet called eBay.”

•

“The Sandy Hook tragedy is their Columbine.”

•

“The United States has always been at war.”

•

“They have never had to watch or listen to programs at a scheduled time.”

•

“Bluetooth has always been keeping us wireless and synchronized.”

•

“While chads were hanging in Florida, they were potty training in all 50 states.”

•

“Airline tickets have always been purchased online.”

It has been noted that the millennial generation is the most studied generation (Hawkins,
2015). Although Generation Z research is still in the early days with a growing awareness of the
generational label (Hawkins, 2015), there are noticeable differences between students of today
(Generation Z) and the previous generation (Millennials). Millennials grew up in relative peace
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and prosperity during the 1990s, but subsequently experienced the terror of September 11 and
the economic crashes of 2000 and 2008. According to Williams (2015), “Theirs is a story of
innocence lost” (para. 9). Generation Z has never seen the relative peace and prosperity of the
Millennials because their entire lives have been terror alerts and a struggling economy (Williams,
2015). Because of these experiences, members of Generation Z are even less likely to believe in
the traditional American Dream (Dupont, 2015).
According to Williams (2015), millennials are seen as “narcissistic brats” (para. 33) and
tend to be the offspring of Baby Boomers, who are viewed as self-absorbed. Generation Z tend to
be the offspring of Generation X, who were often latchkey keys and attempt to give their
children the safety and security that they never had (Williams, 2015). Williams (2015) ties a
parallel to an earlier generation, “Those children of the late 1920s through the early ‘40s,
members of the so-called Silent Generation, were shaped by war and the Depression and grew up
to be the diligent, go-along-to-get-along careerists of the ‘50s and ‘60s” (para. 40). The
Generation Z child often exhibits these same characteristics of caution and pragmaticism.
Another signification difference in this new cohort is that Generation Z has never lived in
a time without social media. Millennials are known to use Facebook for selfies that can ruin their
images. Generation Z kids, on the other hand, learned to avoid the embarrassing selfies of the
Millennials, instead embracing social media platforms like Snapchat that allow for anonymity
(Williams, 2015). They have learned from the mistakes of free-posting Millennials (Williams,
2015), and tend to use multiple identities on various social media sites where they attempt to
present a flawless persona online (Steinmetz, 2016).
Because they have always had easy access to the Internet, Generation Z students have
expectations that are instantaneous (Steinmetz, 2016). However, according to Dupont (2015),
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“The key here isn’t so much about the prevalence of technology, but about easy access to
information” (p. 19). They are accustomed to reading books on e-readers, watching videos
online, and looking for information on their smartphones.
Implications for Educators
With the change in student perceptions and preferences, educators should be aware of
what it takes to reach today’s students. In 2015, the average attention span was reported to be
8.25 seconds, down from 12 seconds in 2000 (Statistic Brain, 2016). Alarmingly, the average
gold fish’s attention span is reported to be 9 seconds (Statistic Brain, 2016). Scientific research
supports the apparent change in the way today’s youth processes information. Reading (n.d.)
noted the physiological differences in the brains of Generation Z students, particularly the
section of the brain that controls visual ability. When compared with older generations,
Generation Z’s brains are more developed in their visual ability. This difference has been
explained by their lifelong exposure to technology. In response, researchers believe that this
generation will desire visual learning over other learning styles (Reading, n.d.).
Hawkins (2015, para. 19) commented on the impact of Generation Z’s exposure to
technology and noted that the students “are often looking to be entertained in the classroom.”
Ford (2015) noted that Generation Z students learn differently due to technology’s prevalence in
their lives. For example, a teacher can change instructional approaches regularly to better engage
the students. This means the traditional “sage on the stage” model of instruction will be even less
effective on Generation Z students. Instead, they prefer their instructors to take on the role of
facilitator or guide (Ford, 2015). It is also important for the students to understand the relevance
of what they are learning. Ford (2015) noted that Generation Z students “are highly capable of
self-directed learning and critical thinking but only when they feel what they are learning is
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important or valuable.” In addition, this generation tends to prefer active learning opportunities
or the chance to complete project-based learning with real-life applications (Ford, 2015). The
website teachthought.com describes the difference between assigning a project and using projectbased learning to expand beyond the process of “collect resources, organize work, and manage
long-term activities, but also to collaborate, design, revise, and share their ideas and experiences
with authentic audiences and supportive peer groups” (para. 4). Project-based learning helps
develop problem-solving skills, improves communication skills, and increases retention of
material through activities that engage students in their environment (Hosler, n.d.)
Related to involving students in their own learning experience, Reading (n.d.) draws
parallels between students’ experience with video games and education. According to Reading
(n.d., para. 8), these students will “learn more effectively if they are left to solve problems and
find solutions.” In video games, the player is required to solve problems and continue on in an
effort to tackle a larger problem. Gamers often devote a long time to a game because instead of
seeing failure, they see playing the game as learning a strategy that does not work. This same
concept can be applied to education. However, Reading (n.d., para. 9) notes that “by the time we
get them in high school they have already learnt that they will be given the solution if they just
wait long enough.” Indeed, Ford (2015) posited that in five years, the mark of effective
professors will be completing tasks alongside students and demonstrating that it is acceptable to
make mistakes.
In addition, Ford (2015) also suggests that students be given choices in topics or project
deliverables as a way to increase their level of engagement and participation. Given Generation
Z’s propensity to need to see how a subject relates to real life, this is an important change from
previous generations. Ford (2015) proposes that instructors re-think the ways they teach in an
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effort to increase students’ motivation to learn. The idea of multiple methods of displaying
competency is aligned with the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles. The Higher
Education Opportunity Act of 2008 defined UDL as “… a scientifically valid framework for
guiding educational practice that: (A) provides flexibility in the ways information is presented, in
the ways students respond or demonstrate knowledge and skills, and in the ways students are
engaged; and (B) reduces barriers in instruction, provides appropriate accommodations, supports,
and challenges, and maintains high achievement expectations for all students, including students
with disabilities and students who are limited English proficient.” Watt, Vajoczki, Voros, Vine,
Fenton and Tarkowski (2014) noted that the aim of universal design is to reach all learners and
reduce barriers in learning, without changing the rigor of the course. As such, providing students
options can result in numerous benefits such as a higher level of engagement and the use of
higher order thinking skills.
Reading (n.d.) highlights an important shift when considering the role of technology in
the classroom. He summarizes the view as “Generation Z will be engaged and at the same time
bored with technology” (para. 5). This is attributed to the fact that technology no longer equals
instant engagement as it did a few years ago (Reading, n.d.). This is a key distinction that
educators need to understand. Some people believe the answer to reaching students is to use
technology, but this is showing to not always be true. Because students are using technology so
much in their lives, incorporating technology alone will not provide the engagement it may have
in the past. Technology should be viewed as just one tool at the instructor’s disposal (Reading,
n.d.). One of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) accreditation principles
is that technology should be used to enhance student learning (Southern Association of Colleges
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and Schools Commission on Colleges, 2012), not just be included for the sake of using
technology.
The importance of educators collaborating with colleagues was highlighted by Hawkins
(2015). One of the high school teachers interviewed in the article noted the importance of
technology for keeping students engaged, yet admitted that she does not know everything when
it comes to new technologies. Instead, she relies on the expertise of her younger colleagues who
are willing to share their ideas (Hawkins, 2015). This highlights the need for collaboration
among educators as various instructional methods are utilized.
Because of the students’ shorter attention span and comfort with technology, teachers
may find it helpful to be direct and concise in instructions. Dupont (2015) suggests the following
tactics when communicating with a member of Generation Z: use extremely concise language
that includes symbols, video and graphics; allow opportunities to work collaboratively,
especially online; and speak honestly and directly. These tactics are useful to remember,
regardless of what subject is being taught.
In conclusion, as we teach students in a new generation, it is important to understand and
adapt to the needs of our students to ensure that we are reaching them in the most effective way
possible. Educators who have been teaching for several years have likely begun to notice subtle
changes in students as Generation Z has moved through the education system. It is promising
that this new group is showing more maturity and ownership in their own learning processes. As
such, this can be an exciting time to harness our students’ creativity and allow them opportunities
to experience, try, fail, re-evaluate, and try again, all in the process of learning for themselves.
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Is Your Silverware Polished? Student Perceptions of Business Dining Etiquette
Today’s graduates face many challenges in the job market, and projecting a professional image
involves more than choosing the right business suit or hairstyle. It also goes beyond amassing
the business knowledge and documenting the skills presented on a resume. At the university
level, a concentrated effort should be made to emphasize soft skills for the workplace. Students
need to be made aware of the importance of soft skills including business dining etiquette to
prepare them for the workplace, as these soft skills contribute to a polished professional image.
This study looks at the perceptions of the relative importance of, as well as self-perceptions of,
university students concerning business dining etiquette, followed by an analysis of results of an
embedded business dining test. The test’s results suggest significant differences exist between the
presumed and actual dining etiquette knowledge possessed by students—including among those
students who feel “fully confident” in their presumed levels of knowledge. The results also call
into question the extent to which upperclassmen possess superior dining etiquette knowledge
when compared to their freshman and sophomore peers.
Introduction
Projecting a professional image involves more than choosing the right business suit or
hairstyle. It also goes beyond the business knowledge and skills presented on a resume. A
professional image is an amalgamation of many personal qualities—including the soft skills an
individual possesses. Knowing the nuances of how to execute proper introductions, handshakes,
and even small talk can enhance one’s professional image. Indeed, Robles (2012) stresses that
“Soft skills and hard skills should be integrated to create a well-rounded business graduate” (p.
463). These soft skills include an awareness of business dining etiquette.
Statement of the Problem
The difficulty inherent in confronting a challenging job market underscores the
importance of gaining every possible competitive edge in the employment arena. This edge is
often founded upon a professional presence dependent upon the development of one’s soft skills,
which can be described as a combination of interpersonal skills with one’s social and problem
solving skills (Dixon, Belnap, Albrecht, & Lee, 2010). According to the National Association of
Colleges and Employers’ Job Outlook, business etiquette represents one of the top three skills
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lacking among college graduates (Jackson, 2005). While Bechkoff (2013) reported that students
tend to lack basic interpersonal, listening, and reasoning skills, she also cited a lack of attention
given to personal appearance and to an underdeveloped sense of proper business etiquette as
problems persisting among college students.
This study looks at the perceptions of university students concerning the importance of
business dining etiquette (along with their self-perceptions regarding their level of dining
etiquette knowledge) prior to analyzing the results of an embedded business-dining test whose
scores are subsequently contrasted with student self-perceptions of their dining etiquette
knowledge.
Review of Related Literature
Students who wish to differentiate themselves from their competition in the job market
can certainly profit from a closer attention paid to the soft skills that touch upon matters of
business etiquette. As Judith Bowman, the founder of Protocol Consultants International and an
established business protocol expert, warns, “Companies have no trouble attracting large
numbers of applicants, but identifying qualified candidates who not only possess the educational
requirements and technical expertise but are also the right “cultural fit” and possess polish,
professionalism, and personality is another matter altogether” (2015, p. 24). Robles (2012)
stresses the importance of strong interpersonal skills and states that many business graduates
seem to be falling short. In today’s extraordinarily competitive global-business environment,
business etiquette plays an increasingly important role—particularly within businesses engaged
in communicating with market participants representing diverse cultures. As such, Bass (2010)
advises executives seeking a competitive advantage to devote more attention to learning—and
demonstrating—proper business etiquette.
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Indeed, Hamilton-Wright (2004) reports that a large number of all major business
transactions actually conclude during business meals. Therefore, business dining skill remains an
important tool for today’s executives. More generally, Wilbanks (2012) suggests that how a
person presents him or herself at after-hour dining events can help—or hinder—a career. Bass
(2016) notes, for instance, that one large bank’s executives make it a specific recruiting practice
to engage their job candidates in a business meal. According to Bass, they do so in order to
observe the candidates’ awareness of dining etiquette. From examples such as these, Bass
concludes that “Your manners at business meals can affect your success in being hired and
promoted and in conducting business with clients” (p. 60).
However, have these important dining skills fallen into general disuse? Jennings and
Biss (2016) suggest that the dining manners taught at home in previous decades are no longer
emphasized for today’s students. As Jennings and Biss note, “The occurrence of meals
as depicted in the Norman Rockwell paintings of families around their dinner tables seems to
have gone to the wayside in the current fast-paced, technologically-driven world in which
students now live. Even those families who may be dining at the same table may be interacting
elsewhere on their technological devices during the meal” (p. 8). Nevertheless, Jennings and Biss
maintain that the etiquette lessons perhaps judged less necessary in the last few decades indeed
remain quite necessary—and not simply because dining exercises have become a featured
element in the interview process for some employers. For even after the interview process ends,
the professionalism required to move a candidate up the corporate ladder can be enhanced by
demonstrating proper etiquette during business and formal dining with peers, senior executives,
clients, and regulators.
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In order to investigate to what extent recent undergraduates comprehend these skills,
Bayless, Clipson, and Muir (2013) examined students at an AACSB-accredited university to
determine their knowledge of business meal etiquette. Furthermore, students were surveyed to
ascertain their willingness to receive training on this topic and to rate their level of confidence
regarding proper business-meal etiquette. The authors reported that 70% of respondents
expressed confidence in their dining etiquette skills; however, just over 50% of respondents
could correctly answer questions concerning proper dining etiquette for a meal linked with a job
interview. Moreover, less than half of the male students surveyed considered it important to
receive training in proper business dining etiquette.
In a similar study by McDaniel, Bevill, McNeely, and Watson (2014) that was likewise
conducted within an AACSB-accredited university, less than 25% of the students surveyed rated
their knowledge of business etiquette for American dining to be “Excellent” or “Good.” Over
92% felt that this knowledge was “Very Important” or “Important.” Analogously, an
unpublished survey by one of the authors of this article queried the alumni of an AACSBaccredited business college and reaffirmed the importance of business meal etiquette. However,
its results indicated a potential shift in the perceived importance of these skills based upon a
respondent’s relative age. On average, the survey’s pre-2001 graduates rated business meal
etiquette as a skill hovering just beneath the “Essential” skill range, yet those who graduated
within the last fifteen years scored it more than ten percentage points lower—which is to say,
within the lowest quarter of the survey’s “Preferred” skill range.
In order to extend this preliminary inquiry into more contemporary dining etiquette
research, a study was developed to compare what students believed they knew about dining
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etiquette with how well they actually scored on survey-embedded test questions pertaining to
dining etiquette.
Methods
Survey Participants:
107 undergraduate students participated in the study (specifically, 42 students at the
Freshman/Sophomore Level and 65 at the Junior/Senior Level who were enrolled in courses at
an AACSB accredited mid-sized state university in Texas).
Survey Materials:
Participants were directed to an online survey administered through Qualtrics. The
questionnaire was designed to gather data about student perceptions of the importance of proper
dining etiquette, as well as to record confidence levels concerning their presumed knowledge of
proper business etiquette. In addition, the questionnaire tested the respondents’ actual knowledge
of business dining protocols through eight questions regarding the placement of food and utensils
(e.g., placement of fork, spoon, water, etc.) and sixteen questions concerning more general
dining-etiquette manners (e.g., conversation, table practices, napkin usage, ordering, and
handling specific issues during a meal).
Survey Procedure:
After participants completed the online questionnaire, the survey’s results were compiled
and, more particularly, the students’ perceived levels of etiquette knowledge were compared with
their knowledge-based question scores from the questionnaire.
Results
When asked how important they felt it was for a business professional to possess good
dining manners (see Chart 1), 90% of all student respondents claimed them to be “Extremely
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important” or “Very important,” a finding that remained fully in line with the study by
McDaniel, et al (2014).

How important do you feel it is for a business professional to possess good
dining manners?
Extremely important

54%

Very important
Moderately important

36%
10%

Chart 1 - Importance of Dining Manners

However, when looking at the same responses broken down into groups of Junior/Senior versus
Freshman/Sophomore students (see Chart 2), a total of 62% of Freshman/Sophomore students
rated them as “Extremely important,” as compared to only 49% of Junior/Senior students.
How important do you feel it is for a business professional to possess good
dining manners?
Junior/Senior

Freshmen/Sophomore

49%

Extremely important

62%
40%

Very important

Moderately important

29%
11%
10%

Chart 2 - Importance of Dining Manners by Classification

Despite these apparent age-related differences, however, none of the surveyed students indicated
that they felt strong dining manners were unimportant for business professionals.
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Next, the students rated their perceptions of their own dining etiquette knowledge relative
to professional/business dining settings (see Chart 3). Responses to the question of whether or
not “When it comes to professional/business dining, I feel that my knowledge of and application
of dining skills are” ranged from “Extremely knowledgeable/professional” to “Extremely
unknowledgeable/unprofessional.”
When it comes to professional/business dining, I feel that my dining skills are
All Students

Junior/Senior

Extremely knowledgeable/professional

Freshmen/Sophomore

5%
6%
2%
77%
80%
71%

Slightly to Moderately knowledgeable/professional

Neither professional nor unprofessional

7%
3%

12%
12%
11%
14%

Slightly to Moderately unknowledgeable/unprofessional
Chart 3- Perception of Dining Skills

The next question asked students to judge whether or not “When looking at the dining
layout of a professional or formal dinner, I always know which utensils and food items are mine”
(see Chart 4).
Self Confidence in Correct Placement of Food/Drink/Utensils at the Dining Table
All Students

Junior/Senior
61%

60%

Freshmen/Sophomore
62%

29%
10%

9%

31%

26%

12%

I am never sure which food/drink/utensils
are mine

I feel moderately confident on which
food/drink/utensils are mine

I feel totally confident on which
food/drink/utensils are mine

Chart 4 - Confidence in the Use of Utensils and Food/Drink Placement
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Most students rated themselves within the “Moderately confident” range. Relatively little
difference existed between the Freshman/Sophomore and Junior/Senior group scores…except
among the “Totally confident” respondents, whose Junior/Senior members rated themselves
“Totally confident” a full five percentage points more frequently than did their
Freshman/Sophomore peers.
Students were subsequently tested on their actual knowledge of food/drink/utensil
placement, with these results compared to the confidence levels they had previously reported
(see Chart 5). The chart depicts the average score on questions pertaining to the subject for the
entire group of students across all academic years. For instance, those who chose “I am never
sure which food/drink/utensils are mine” scored an average of 55% correct on questions
pertaining to the subject of correct placement of food, drink, and utensils at the table.
Self-Perceived Knowledge vs. Scores for "When looking at the dining layout of a
professional or formal dinner I always know which utensils and food items are mine"
68%

55%

57%

I am never sure which food/drink/utensils
are mine

I feel moderately confident on which
food/drink/utensils are mine

I feel totally confident on which
food/drink/utensils are mine

Chart 5- Self-Perceived Knowledge vs. Actual Test Scores on Questions Related to the Placement of Food/Drink/Utensils

Overall, respondents who were the least confident in their knowledge of business dining etiquette
did score the lowest on the embedded test questions; likewise, those who felt the most confident
in their knowledge scored the highest. However, even those who felt fully confident in their
knowledge only responded correctly to questions about placement of food, beverage, and
silverware an average of 68% of the time. When examined more closely on the basis of class
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standing, furthermore, the average Freshman/Sophomore scores for the three responses were
63%, 54%, and 74%, while the Junior/Senior average scores were 48%, 59%, and 65%
(respectively).
Such a result immediately calls into question the validity of the upper classmen’s higher
self-reported confidence in their dining etiquette knowledge versus that of the lower classmen.
For that matter, when asked how confident they felt in their knowledge of accepted dining social
manners (see Chart 6), even as 89% of the Junior/Senior group replied “Very confident” or
“Somewhat confident,” nearly the same percentage (86%) of the Freshman/Sophomore group
indicated that they felt the same—and with good reason.
Self-Perceived Knowledge vs. Scores for "How confident do you feel in your
knowledge of accepted dining social manners (conversation, table practices,
napkin usage, ordering, handling issues with a meal)"
Scores All Students

Scores Freshmen/Sophomores
75%

69%

69%

69%

Scores Juniors/Seniors

74%

74%

74%

74%

70%

69%

67%
63%

Very unconfident

Somewhat unconfident

Somewhat confident

Very confident

Chart 6- Self-Perceived Knowledge vs. Actual Test Scores on Related Questions Social Manners

For as shown above, when the answers to the test questions on dining social matters were
tabulated, the Freshman/Sophomore group scored noticeably higher (at 74%) than did the
Junior/Senior group (69%).
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Conclusions and Recommendations
Based on the results of the current study, students appear to recognize (at least
theoretically) the importance of professional business dining competencies; nevertheless, there
may be a need for them (and for educators) to perform periodic reality checks on actual student
knowledge levels in this area. In particular, Juniors and Seniors appear unduly confident in their
knowledge. At the same time, they may be under valuing the importance of these skills relative
to their younger peers. Ironically, Juniors and Seniors should be more aggressively polishing
their soft skills precisely because they will soon confront challenges of the job market.
Furthermore, even as Robles (2012) stresses that “Soft skills and hard skills should be
integrated to create a well-rounded business graduate” (p. 463), from a pedagogical perspective
many university educators do not feel that classroom or course time should be spent teaching soft
skills. If the skills are to be included in the curriculum, moreover, there remains the question of
where to include them. Of the students asked in the survey by Bayless, Clipson, and Muir (2013)
to identify the best manner for including business dining etiquette in the curriculum, nearly 50%
indicated a preference for a seminar or workshop that involved eating a business meal and, as
such, having the opportunity to deploy their etiquette skills in actual practice. The second highest
response (34.5%) suggested involving the university’s Career Services department in dining
etiquette training. Ultimately, the survey’s authors recommended that such training be integrated
as part of a capstone course or within a course focused on interviewing/resumes (Bayless,
Clipson, & Muir, 2013.)
Whatever the case, educators can make a concerted effort to improve student awareness
of the importance of business dining etiquette. Bayless, Clipson, & Muir (2013) suggest that
students receive etiquette exposure not only at the university level, but also during their prior
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high school and community college experiences. One excellent venue for implementing business
dining training for students remains pre-professional student organizations. Future Business
Leaders of American (FBLA) and Business Professionals of America (BPA) chapters in high
schools represent training opportunities, as do the Phi Beta Lambda (PBL) chapters found on
university campuses.
Finally, the survey’s results suggest that a concentrated effort should be made to
emphasize soft skills for the workplace during a student’s university experience. For based upon
the findings of this study’s literature survey in particular, our ability to provide students with a
full suite of tools enabling them to project a professional image—even while dining—could very
well offer them an edge over their colleagues during their careers…not to mention, during the
job search, over otherwise equally qualified candidates.
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Strategies for Designing and Developing a Team in Business Education
Team-based learning (TBL) is an instructional strategy designed to provide students with
opportunities for active learning and critical thinking. TBL is being used in higher education
classrooms as well as K-12, all in various forms and with diverse results. This article seeks to
present some of the commonly shared thoughts on how to best design the TBL strategy;
specifically, How to design and develop the team so that individual and team success is
achieved. The methods used to collect the data were a review of the literature specific to team
learning, a comparison analysis of the authors’ professional experience, and a mixed-method
survey of 162 undergraduate Business course college students. Together the findings underscore
the importance of considering the pre-work necessary to ensuring learning experiences for those
students placed in teams.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Team-based learning (TBL) is an instructional strategy designed to provide students with
opportunities for active learning and critical thinking. TBL is being used in higher education
classrooms as well as K-12, including in undergraduate business colleges since the 1990’s
(Parmelee, Michaelsen, Cook, & Hudes, 2010). Team based learning was started by Dr. Larry
Michaelsen in the 1970s, as a means to ensure his students could effectively apply what they
were covering in class to problem-based exercises. TBL has grown from Dr. Michaelsen’s
personal instructional strategy to a worldwide strategy for teaching and learning. Much research
on the effectiveness of TBL has been conducted since its inception, with a well-documented
consensus that TBL is now an accepted and respected teaching method for face to face and
online learning environments (Kibble, Bellew, Asmar, & Barkley, 2016).
Value and Benefit of TBL
Team based learning provides a simple active-learning strategy. It can be used on a
regular basis with large or small numbers of students. While online classrooms require that the
TBL strategies be adapted to that of online practices, it is still considered a viable and successful
way to promote and create online collaborative learning environments (Morrison, 2014). Using
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TBL, students enhance their abilities to think collaboratively, to consider alternative viewpoints,
to educate others, and to communicate effectively in order to ensure their own perspectives are
considered. In using TBL as a teaching method, there is evidence of increased team skills and
problem solving and actual workplace performance improvement (Kibble et al., 2016; “What are
the benefits,” 2015). Students in TBL environments are provided a space of social presence and a
community of inquiry, allowing for confident self-expression (Morrison, 2014). In short, TBL
helps to develop collaborative skills such as attempting complex problems, delegating, sharing
diverse perspectives, combining resources such as knowledge and skills, receiving and giving
encouragement to take risks, and developing new approaches to resolve differences. All of these
skills are brought out through the team effort.
In addition to the life-learning skills mentioned above, TBL also promotes the learning
and enhancement of professional skills which are becoming increasingly important in the
professional world. These include turning complex tasks into smaller frames, managing time,
clarifying understanding through discussion and explanation, giving and receiving feedback on
performance, challenging assumptions, and developing stronger communication skills (Morrison,
2014; “What are the benefits,” 2015). Using the TBL instructional strategy promotes individual
and team professional development skills in self-awareness, leadership, and innovative thinking
by expanding the students’ critical thinking, which takes place during discussions (Morrison,
2014).
The focus of TBL is to provide students with the opportunity to practice concepts as a
group in the learning environment. There are three main phases to TBL: 1) Preparation –
students are given reading assignments to be done on their own, and then checked for knowledge
by the instructor in a simple assessment format; 2) Application – teams of students are given
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real-world problems to solve, using the course reading/content as catalyst, followed by
discussions among team, teams, and the instructor(s); and 3) Assessment – students’ learning is
individually assessed (Rezaee, Moadeb, & Shokrpour, 2016).
While the phases of TBL are vital pieces of the pedagogy, other components must be in
place in order for TBL to be truly effective in bringing about active learning for the student.
Putting students in teams will not be effective if the TBL strategy is not designed properly
(“What are the benefits,” 2015). One of the design components is the actual team itself.
Team Development and Design
“Team fit” plays a crucial role in team effectiveness. The way the individual student
“fits” into a team can be a challenge and must be considered when designing the team. Team
similarities (possessing characteristics that are similar to the team) vs team complementarities
(possessing characteristics that complement the team) both pose important considerations for
team development and design. Individuals will perform well or feel good when they believe
themselves to fit the team. A distinguishing blend of uniqueness combined with a need for
belonging both play a role in effective TBL (De Cooman, Vantilborgh, Bal, & Lub, 2016).
Research is very clear that the formation of the team is an important component to be carried out
for successful team based learning, with specific considerations to keep in mind. Below are some
best practices for designing good team fit, including how to divide the students into teams and
how many students to a team; ensuring diversity; and basic considerations for the first day of
class.
Importantly, the instructor should take an active and deliberate role in forming the teams.
Student teams should have diversity but be evenly distributed with knowledge, skill, and
experiences. The key characteristics of individual members can be ascertained and promoted for
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the success of each team using a survey, or questionnaire, or even a type of learning styles
assessment (Hrynchak & Batty, 2012).
According to the literature review as well as professional experience, most teams should
be composed of no more than 5-7 students, with diverse backgrounds in order to encourage
varied perspectives, as well as to ensure compatibility and complementary knowledge and skills.
These variations can be in the form of academic achievement abilities or cultural backgrounds,
for example. Instructors should either strategically place the students into teams (De Cooman et
al., 2016) or randomly assign students into teams using some algorithm or numbering system, or
even a simple counting off (Stein, Colyer, & Manning, 2016), but always ensuring that diversity
is still present. At times it may work better to make the teams more homogenous; obviously, this
is at the discretion of the instructor, keeping in mind the overall purpose and intent of the TBL
environment.
Teams should stay formed throughout the semester, and if in a face-to-face setting, be
physically arranged in the room so that eye contact and other nonverbal communication may take
place (Whitley, Bell, Eng, Fuentes, Helms, et al., 2015). For an online setting, having video chat
sessions can be a helpful tool for encouraging nonverbal communication skills, but are not a
must-have. Normal venues of online communication such as chats and discussion boards deftly
create frameworks of collaborative communication.
On the first day of class, both face to face and online, the instructor should explain the
team based learning instructional strategy in depth, defining team based learning, and giving the
purpose as well as real life examples of what TBL looks like in action. Importantly, the instructor
is encouraged to provide teaching on how the teams are to function: how to select project
leaders, communication timelines, and how to be respectful and considerate of others. Finally,
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the instructor should begin the team-learning process by assigning a simple task to the teams (for
example, deciding team names), so that they may begin the learning process of accomplishing a
simple goal together (Stein, et al, 2016).
FINDINGS
In order to determine student perception of the team experience, a mixed-methods survey
was distributed to five undergraduate Business classes. Three classes were BCM 247 Business
Communication, one class was GBU 345 Training and Development, and the other class was
BCM 447 Organizational Communication. A total of 162 students were asked to participate in
the survey. Forty eight students completed the survey for a response rate of 29.6%. A further
breakdown was BCM 247 – 58.3% (28 students), GBU 345 – 12.5% (6 students), and BCM 447
29.2% (14 students).
An analysis of the respondents by class revealed Freshmen, 12.5% (6 students);
Sophomores, 20.8% (10 students); Juniors, 20.8% (10 students); Seniors, 41.7% (20 students),
and Postgraduates, 4.2% (2 students). Students were asked to estimate how many teams they had
worked on for classes so far. The responses were 1-5 teams (45.8%); 6-10 teams (22.9%); 11 or
more teams, (20.8%); and no teams (10.4%). About 90% of the students had experience with
working in teams in their classes.
Several questions on the survey related to how teams are formulated as shown in Table 1 below.
Table 1 – Formulation of Teams
Question 1: What is your method of preference when a team is formed?
Percentage
It doesn’t matter how team is selected
43.8%
Teacher assigns members to team
22.9%
You choose your fellow team members
20.8%
Fate or luck decides who is on the team by drawing
numbers, cards, or some other system
12.5%
100%

Number
21
11
10
6
48
117

Question 2: What size of team do you prefer?
3 members including yourself
4 members including yourself
No members – would rather not work on a team
5 members including yourself
2 members including yourself

47.9%
31.3%
10.4%
8.3%
2.1%
100%

23
15
5
4
1
48

Question 3: What role do you prefer to take on a team?
Active Team Member
43.8%
Leader
39.6%
Passive Team Member
12.5%
Play role of devil’s advocate or challenge the team
2.1%
Recorder or notetaker
2.1%
100.1

21
19
6
1
1
48

Additional survey questions asked students to assess the value of teams as indicated in Table 2.

Table 2: Value of Teams
Question 4: Look into the future and relate how important working on a team will be in
the future?
Percentage
Number
Extremely important
Very important
Moderately important
Not at all important

39.6%
37.5%
16.7%
6.3%
100%

19
18
8
3
48

Question 5: Does having a positive team experience in college lead to a positive team
experience at work?
Probably yes
Definitely yes
Might or might not
Definitely not
Probably not

37.5%
35.4%
16.7%
6.3%
4.2%
100.1%

18
17
8
3
2
48
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Question 6: Evaluate your current team skills by assigning yourself a grade.
B
A
C
D

56.3%
39.6%
2.1%
2.1%
100.1

27
19
1
1
48

Note: When asked to justify the grade, some students indicated they were better followers than
leaders, others felt that their organizational skills could be improved, several felt that they did
their part and also picked up slack when necessary, and many felt their skills were good but
they could learn more.

In further survey questions, students were asked how they felt about having team members
evaluate each other’s team performance. The answer with the highest ranking was “Team
members should evaluate their team members’ midway through the project and at the end after
the grade is reported”, 54.4% (25). This answer was followed by “Team members should
evaluate their team members only at the end of the project”, 45.7% (21).
When asked what the instructor could do to make the team experience better, a wide
range of comments were produced ranging from “do not do team work” to “do more group
projects”; from “require certain things due throughout the term of the project to make sure things
are getting done” to “allow for non-participatory members to be removed” to “the professor
should have team members list what part of the assignment that each member did.” Some
uncertainty was displayed with the comments “monitor more”, “be less intrusive”, “I’m not
sure”, to “I do not think that there is a way to make it better. It really is just luck of the draw as
to what type of members you get.”
An open-ended question was asked, “Describe something you liked about the best team
you worked on.” The following list includes responses with two or more similar responses.


Everyone pulled their weight and responded quickly (11 responses)
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Team communicated well (7 responses)



Provides different viewpoints and ideas (6 responses)



Allowed me to get to know my classmates better and work became fun (3
responses)

Another open-ended question was asked, “Describe something you disliked about the
worst team you worked on.” The list includes responses with two or more similar responses.


Team members did not participate or do their part of the work (13 responses)



Team members procrastinate or do not do quality work (8 responses)



I end up doing all or the majority of the work because I care about my grade (6
responses)



Poor communication with some team members (3 responses)
CONCLUSIONS

The following conclusions can be drawn from the survey of students about their team
experiences.


In this survey of 48 respondents, the demographics indicated that the largest number were
seniors (over 40%) and nearly 70% had participated in one to 10 teams. Approximately
10 percent had not participated in a team before.



When asked how a team should be formed, nearly 45% of the students reported that it
didn’t matter what the method was for forming the team. This information from
respondents did not match research ideas discussed in the literature review that carefully
crafting the team was very important. Perhaps from the student perspective it was not
obvious that a team should be a diverse experience.
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The preferred size of the team was either 3 members (about 48%) or 4 members (about
32%). The literature review spoke to team sizes of 5-7. Perhaps the team size for an
activity in one class could vary as compared to an activity in another class.



Over 75% of the students felt that in the future working on a team would be Extremely
Important or Very Important. When asked if a positive team experience in school would
lead to a positive team experience in the work place, nearly 75% of the students said
probably yes or definitely yes.



When asked if team members should have the chance to evaluate the performance of
members of the team, 100% said that they should have that option.



When asked to grade current team skills, over 55% gave themselves a grade of B and
indicated that they could use some improvement.
RECOMMENDED STRATEGIES

Based on our professional experience and a recent student survey, we make the following
recommendations:


Form your teams early in the class, using whatever method is most appropriate for you
and the setting, just being sure there is good representation of the diversity of the class on
each team.



Provide thorough instructions to the teams at the very beginning, as to how to effectively
be part of a team: how to pick/be a project leader; how to set up effective
communications; when to submit work early and when to be patient with others who have
late work; remind them to be professional and courteous.



Encourage involvement with the team by planning small activities first such as choosing
a team name or motto or developing a team contract which would list suggestions about
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how the team was to interact and how to handle nonperforming team members. Ask
them to share contact information so they can communicate easily with each other.


If an online class, encourage and require collaborative communications by providing
plenty of opportunities for online chats and discussions. Live video chats are good, too,
providing the students all have access to any technology required.



According to the survey, students worry that not everyone on their team will do their ‘fair
share’ of the work, and consequently negatively affect everyone’s grades. Assure the
students that individual grading will still take place, even with the team approach, and
explain how the grading will be done. Explain options for removing nonperforming
members and let students know they will have a chance to evaluate the team members
relating to team performance.



As the majority of surveyed students indicated that their team skills were good but
needed improvement, provide suggestions on how students can improve their team skills.
This might be accomplished through a discussion or open forum.



Make sure those students who choose/request/are elected/selected to be a project leader
are able to carry out the responsibilities adequately. Keep in close communication with
them, and watch for impatience, aggression, and/or impartiality of opinions to their
fellow teammates’ situations. Teach the leader how to be a leader; don’t assume they’ll
get it all correct without some guidance from the instructor.
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Book Review
Newcomb, S. (2016). Loaded: Money, Psychology, and How to Get Ahead Without Leaving Your
Values Behind. New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. ISBN: 9781119258322. 191 pages.
Normally, book reviews have not been done in this journal, but I think it would be a good
avenue to pursue, especially when you find a book that could greatly enhance a personal finance
or financial literacy course in business education. I had the opportunity to hear this author speak
at a national education conference this year and was mesmerized by the research investigation
she conducted to see how psychological barriers affected sound financial behaviors, which she
discusses in this book. Dr. Sarah Newcomb has her Ph.D. in Behavioral Economics and is
currently a Behavioral Economist for Morningstar in Washington, D.C. What makes this book so
different from many financial books out there today for those who love money, is it is about
understanding a person’s relationship with money, which are the experiences a person has had
with money based on his/her upbringing. The author believes this is where most people’s
relationship with money is engrained, and this is where sound money management begins.
In the “Introduction” section of this book, Dr. Newcomb gives her background in how
she decided to pursue the psychology of finance rather than just pursuing only a personal
financial planning career. When she examined her own relationship with money, she discovered
her upbringing was about anger and resentment due to her parents working several jobs to meet
her and her siblings’ basic physiological (food, water, shelter, safety, etc.) needs. This also made
the author place limitations on her own potential for success due to lack of money. Therefore,
she began to adopt the anti-money perspective, which was a dislike for money and the financial
world. While working on her graduate degree in personal financial planning, she took a
Psychology of Financial Planning course that would change her perspective about money and her
career choice.
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In the first three chapters of this book, the author focuses on giving a comprehensive
overview of money and its place in people’s lives as a cultural and social phenomenon. In
addition, these chapters help individuals see their own financial narrative, as well as help them
identify any areas of thinking that may be contributing to their unhealthy relationship with
money. Furthermore, the author believes when individuals examine their own beliefs about
money and those that are sabotaging their success, it can become an important first step to
achieving financial freedom.
In Chapter 4, the author proposes a new framework for individuals working with their
personal finances. She calls this new budgeting structure the “LOADED” budget because it
integrates several psychology principles that are normally not considered when constructing a
traditional budget. The “LOADED” budget is a money management method which provides a
way for individuals to change their financial life by creating a financial plan that is deeply
rewarding and sustainable over the long term.
In the two appendix sections of this book are some self-assessments individuals can take
to see what their behavioral perspective is about money and how to begin their financial
narrative plan, as well as interventions and exercises to see what behaviors are sabotaging their
short- and long-term financial success. Obviously, changing individuals’ perspectives about
money is not going to happen just by reading this book. However, it will help those individuals
discover the money path they have been traveling on and understand how they can change their
perspective about money in leading a satisfying financial life. I urge business educators to obtain
a copy of this book. I believe it will provide a wealth of ideas for creating or enhancing finance
lessons that not only teach about the numbers, but also the stories behind the numbers in helping
individuals achieve long-term financial success.
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