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Advantages and Disadvantages of Web-Based Assessment:  
The Effect of Exper ience on Student Perceptions 

 
Melody Alexander, Ball State University 

 
Robert Underwood, Ball State University 

 
Allen Truell, Ball State University 

 
 

Abstract 

The focus of this research was to identify the perceptions of new and prior users of Web-based assessment and to 
determine if these change over time. The participants for this study consisted of 154 students enrolled in an 
introductory business computer applications course from an AACSB-accredited business school at a mid-sized, 
Midwestern university. The findings reveal that all users, (whether new or prior) perceive the advantages on Web-
based testing as high, and the disadvantages as low. Implications are provided for business educators and trainers. 
 
Key Words: Advantages and Disadvantages of Web-Based Assessment

Introduction 
 

As Internet usage grows, the diversity of its application 
increases, such as online testing. Online testing 
presents new tools for both formal (standardized 
testing) and informal (quizzing) assessments that were 
not possible through traditional testing methods (Doe, 
2004; Trautman, 2004). Software assessment programs 
combine test banks with test generating, grading, and 
analyzing (“Assessment & Management,”  2004).  

 
Online assessment is currently used in education to 
conduct exams, including graduate placement tests, 
aptitude assessments, state exams, and classroom tests 
(“Assessment & Management,”  2004; Fletcher, 2004; 
Woodfield & Lewis, 2003). The business community 
uses online assessment for pre-screening applicants, 
employment tests, and employee training (Blythe, 
2004; Rossier, 2004). 

 
Most assessment can be modified to online testing 
(Robles & Braathen, 2002). However, issues such as 
administration, supervision, security, testing interface, 
and equivalence are essential areas examined in both 
the business and educational settings (“A Better 
Approach,”  2005; Bartram & Brown, 2004; Luecht 
2001; Ricketts & Wilks, 2002). Much controversy 
remains as to the challenges of online evaluation and 
assessment (Billings, 2004; Vongumivitch and Carr, 
2001). To address these challenges, administrators are 
establishing teams, setting goals, pilot testing, and 
identifying problems when converting to online testing 
formats (Johnston, 2004; Neugent, 2004). 

One form of online testing which can be used when 
there is a set time frame (i.e. a course in a traditional 
classroom setting), is Web-based assessment. As 
technological factors of speed and connection improve, 
Web-based systems allow students to use computers 
and take tests using the Internet. The benefits of Web-
based assessments are numerous. The Internet’s 
accessibility, flexibility, superior data reporting, and 
potential for reducing costs make it an attractive 
assessment option in any institution (Doe, 2004). At 
Ball State University, Vernon Draper and Dan 
Fortriede created a web-based online assessment tool, 
called InQsit© (Integrated Network Quizzing, 
Surveying, and Interactive Testing). This proprietary 
program gives teachers and administrators a tool for 
various types of assessments using the Internet or 
Intranet. Data can be retrieved, recorded, and analyzed 
online, without requiring the instructor to have any 
programming or HTML knowledge. InQsit© provides 
faculty and students a flexible testing schedule, 
immediate feedback, and electronic grading in a secure 
computer testing lab. 

 
Although research on issues of various components of 
Web-based testing has been reported from the 
administrators’  and teachers’  point of view, current 
research documenting the students’  point of view and 
identifying their unique challenges and issues is 
limited. Therefore, this study investigated student 
perceptions of the advantages and disadvantages of 
Web-based assessment and to determine if Web-based 
testing experience had an effect on perceptions. 
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Problem and Purpose 
 
The problem addressed in this study was to determine 
the effect of Web-based testing experience on students’  
perceptions of the advantages and disadvantages of 
Web-based assessment. 
 
To solve this problem, the following research questions 
were posed: 
 
1. Do significant differences exist between 

perceptions of the advantages and disadvantages of 
Web-based testing at the beginning and end of the 
semester? 

2. Do significant differences exist in new user 
perceptions of Web-based testing between the 
beginning and end of the semester? 

3. Do significant differences exist in prior user 
perceptions of Web-based testing between the 
beginning and end of the semester? 

4. Do significant differences exist between new and 
prior user perceptions of Web-based testing at the 
beginning and end of the semester? 

 
The purpose of this study was to identify the 
perceptions of new and prior users of Web-based 
testing and to determine if these change by the end of 
the semester. This information should provide business 
trainers and educators with information to adapt their 
use of online testing to variously experienced students 
in classes where a decision to use online testing has 
been made. 
 

Procedures 
 

During the second week of the spring 2004 semester, 
students enrolled in a computer applications course had 
one week to complete a 50 question multiple choice 
theory test (Microsoft Office Word concepts) using the 
InQsit© system. At the next scheduled class meeting, 
students completed a pre-survey indicating their 
perceptions of the advantages and disadvantages of 
Web-based testing. At the conclusion of the semester 
after taking six additional Web-based theory tests (50 
multiple choice assessments including Excel, Access, 
and PowerPoint concepts), students completed the 
post-survey.  
 
Survey Development 
 
The researchers developed the survey from related 
literature, several semesters of experience designing 
and incorporating Web-based testing into classes and 
their research in online testing. The pre/post-survey 
listed ten advantages and ten disadvantages of Web-
based testing. Participants scored each advantage and 

disadvantage on a Likert-type scale with a four-point 
spread. The scoring options were:  a) strongly agree, b) 
agree, c) disagree, and d) strongly disagree.  
 
Validity and Clar ity 

 
The survey was reviewed for validity by a 12-member 
panel of experts to determine if it met the researchers’  
stated objectives. The panel included business faculty, 
software trainers, and staff from the university 
computing center. The conclusions from the panel�s 
evaluation indicated the survey met the researchers’  
stated objectives and had face validity. 

 
Clarity of the survey instrument’s directions and item 
understanding was tested by a volunteer group of 32 
students from a business class. As no difficulties were 
encountered, and no comments were given, no changes 
in wording or length were necessary. 
 
Par ticipants 

 
Study participants were students enrolled in an 
introductory business computer applications course at 
an AACSB-accredited business school at a mid-sized, 
Midwestern university. The participants ranged from 
freshmen to seniors. Students were predominately 
business or pre-business majors, but as this course is 
open to all students, a few of the students had other or 
undeclared majors.  

 
There were seven scheduled Web-based tests during 
the semester. In order to provide maximum security 
and ensure that students all had access to the same 
amount of instruction, a testing period was designated. 
This controlled environment differs from traditional 
online testing, which is available any time. Each test 
was taken in an authorized computer testing lab with 
proctors and passwords for test security. Tests were 
scheduled for one week, and testing labs had scheduled 
hours from 8 a.m. to midnight. Students scheduled a 
test time and could cancel and reschedule as desired. It 
should be noted that testing labs can only 
accommodate a limited number of students, and as 
teachers all across campus could be scheduling tests, 
students who sign up at the last minute might not be 
able to schedule their desired time. 
 
Data Collection 

 
At the beginning of the spring 2004 semester, students 
from six sections of an introductory business computer 
application courses were required to complete a Web-
based assessment during a scheduled time in an 
appropriate (secured) computer lab. At the next class 
meeting, students were asked to complete a pre-survey 
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indicating their perceptions of the Web-based 
assessment. During the semester, six additional Web-
based assessments were required. At the end of the 
semester, students were asked to complete the same 
instrument (post-survey), resulting in a total of 154 
useable responses. All student participants volunteered 
and understood their participation would be 
anonymous and have no impact on their final grade.  
 

Analysis of Data 
 
All identifiers were removed before statistical analysis 
began, and descriptive statistics were compiled. Pre- 
and post-survey data were analyzed using paired 
sample statistic t-tests to identify significant 
differences between perceptions of taking Web-based 
tests. Statistical independence was determined at the 
.05 alpha level. 
 
Profile of Par ticipants 
 
Of the 154 participants, 60% were male and 40% were 
female. Forty-one percent were under the age of 20, 
forty percent were in the 20 to 21 age range, and 19 
percent were 22 years of age and over. All levels of 
undergraduate students were represented, with 23% 
freshmen, 42% sophomores, 17 % juniors, and 18% 
seniors. The number of prior users who had previously 
taken a Web-based test (49%) was almost equal to new 
users who had never taken a Web-based test (51%). 
 

Findings 
 

An analysis of the findings from the surveys conducted 
in the spring of 2004 is reported as follows: a) pre-
survey/post-survey comparison of the advantages and 
disadvantages of Web-based testing; b) pre-
survey/post-survey comparison between new users of 
Web-based testing; c) pre-survey/post-survey 
comparison between prior users of Web-based testing; 
and d) pre-survey/post-survey comparison between 
new and prior users of Web-based testing.  
 
Compar ison of the Advantages and  
Disadvantages of Web-Based Testing  

 
Research Question 1 was formulated to identify any 
differences in students’  perceptions of the advantages 
and disadvantages of taking Web-based tests at the 
beginning and at the completion of an introductory 
business computer applications course. 
 

Advantages of Web-Based Testing. A comparison of 
the participants’  perceptions of the advantages of Web-
based testing at the beginning and the completion of a 
computer applications course revealed two significant 
differences. Students differed in their perceptions of:  
1) flexible scheduling, and 2) ability to take tests 
outside of class time and use class time to get extra 
help. At the completion of the course, these items were 
rated significantly more advantageous.  

 
Disadvantages of Web-Based Testing. An analysis of 
the participants’  perceptions of the disadvantages of 
Web-based testing at the beginning and the end of a 
computer applications course revealed two significant 
differences: 1) unavailability of teacher in testing labs 
to ask questions, and 2) difficulties in scheduling 
desired test time (time slot was full). While the first 
disadvantages of not having face-to-face expertise 
available could be a concern of any Web-based testing, 
the second disadvantage of desired test time is unique 
to testing that is within a controlled environment. 
Although these disadvantages were rated significantly 
higher at the end of the course, none of the other listed 
disadvantages approached the mid-range of 2.5, 
indicating more disadvantageous than advantageous. 
(See Table 1.) 
 
Compar ison of New User  Perceptions of the 
Advantages and Disadvantages of Web-Based 
Testing  

 
Research Question 2 was formulated to identify 
differences in new user perceptions of the advantages 
and disadvantages of Web-based testing at the 
beginning and completion of an introductory computer 
applications course.  
 
New User Perceptions of the Advantages of Web-Based 
Testing. A comparison of the new-users� perceived 
advantages of Web-based testing at the beginning and 
the end of an introductory computer applications 
course revealed no areas of significant difference. 

 
New User Perceptions of the Disadvantages of Web-
Based Testing. A comparison of the new-users 
perceived disadvantages of Web-based testing at the 
beginning and the end of an introductory computer 
applications course resulted in two areas of significant 
differences: 1) difficulties in scheduling desired test 
time (time slot was full), and 2) dislike of reading on 
computer screens. In both cases, these items were 
perceived as more disadvantageous by the completion 
of the semester. (See Table 2.) 
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Table 1 
Compar ison of the Advantages and Disadvantages of Web-Based Testing  
 
 

Factor  
Pre-Survey 
meana(sd) 

Post-Survey 
meana(sd) 

 
t 

 
df 

 
p 

Advantages of Web-based testing      
Flexible scheduling 1.22(.448) 1.14(.345) 2.37 152 .019* 
Immediate grade/feedback 1.18(.388) 1.14(.370) 1.227 152 .222 
Optional class attendance on test days 1.20(.464) 1.22(.472) -.308 152 .759 
Able to get higher grades 2.26(.759) 2.23(.834) .364 151 .716 
Faster testing process  1.40(.632) 1.39(.619) .238 152 .812 
Fewer distractions/easier to concentrate 1.90(.779) 1.86(.770) .491 152 .624 
Able to take the test when prepared 1.43(.559) 1.38(.597) .854 151 .394 
Less test anxiety  2.09(.853) 2.01(.906) .961 151 .338 
Able to cancel and  reschedule  1.38(.512) 1.33(.573) .881 151 .380 
Able to test outside of class time and use class time to get 
extra help 

1.63(.628) 1.49(.671) 2.296 151 .023* 

 
Disadvantages of Web-based testing      
Test sign up confusing 3.54(.551) 3.56(.617) -.345 151 .730 
Location of  test labs inconvenient 3.18(.704) 3.22(.692) -.618 151 .538 
Teacher not available to ask questions 2.62(.778) 2.46(.888) 2.673 152 .008* 
Easier for other students to cheat 3.15(.647) 3.18(.756) -.496 152 .620 
Frustrations with technical problems  3.14(.896) 3.17(.826) -.453 152 .651 
Inconvenient to take tests outside of class time 3.35(.682) 3.31(.721) .461 152 .645 
Mistrust computers/possible scoring error 3.00(.691) 3.10(.812) -1.598 151 .112 
Dislike of computers for testing 3.32(.667) 3.30(.788) .425 151 .671 
Desired time slot full 2.96(.891) 2.61(.907) 4.589 151 .000* 
Dislike to read using computer screens  3.26(.643) 3.16(.744) 1.826 147 .070 
Notea: Means were based on a 4-point Likert scale, from a 1 indicating strongly agree, to a 4 indicating strongly disagree. 
*Significant at the .05 level. 
 
 
 
Table 2 
Compar ison of New User  Perceptions of the Advantages and Disadvantages of Web-Based Testing  
 

New Users of Web-Based 
Testing Factor  Pre-Survey 

meana(sd) 
Post-Survey 
meana(sd) 

t df p 

Advantages of Web-based testing 
Flexible scheduling 1.17(.381) 1.17(.381) .000 74 1.000 
Immediate grade/feedback 1.16(.369) 1.13(.380) .575 74 .567 
Optional class attendance on test days 1.20(.465) 1.25(.496) -.942 74 .349 
Able to get higher grades 2.24(.75) 2.35(.878) -1.070 74 .288 
Faster testing process  1.29(.54) 1.39(.655) -1.262 74 .211 
Fewer distractions/easier to concentrate 1.88(.77) 1.89(.798) -.134 74 .894 
Able to take the test when prepared 1.46(.554) 1.46(.666) .000 73 1.000 
Less test anxiety  2.00(.811) 2.00(.936) .000 73 1.000 
Able to cancel and  reschedule  1.34(.476) 1.38(.635) -.554 73 .581 
Able to test outside of class time and use class time to get 
extra help 

1.69(.681) 1.57(.760) 1.381 73 .172 

Disadvantages of Web-based testing 
Test sign up confusing 3.42(.574) 3.51(.687) -1.095 73 .277 
Location of  test labs inconvenient 3.16(.620) 3.14(.764) .307 73 .760 
Teacher not available to ask questions 2.53(.811) 2.48(.964) .563 74 .575 
Easier for other students to cheat 3.15(.630) 3.13(.794) .145 74 .885 
Frustrations with technical problems  2.99(.937) 3.12(.929) -1.165 74 .248 
Inconvenient to take tests outside of class time 3.39(.634) 3.31(.765) .830 74 .409 
Mistrust computers/possible scoring error 2.95(.639) 3.01(.884) -.779 73 .439 
Dislike of computers for testing 3.38(.590) 3.24(.857) 1.641 73 .105 
Desired time slot full 3.01(.914) 2.59(.935) 3.680 73 .000* 
Dislike to read using computer screens  3.27(.672) 3.08(.846) 2.163 72 .034* 
Notea: Means were based on a 4-point Likert scale, from a 1 indicating strongly agree, to a 4 indicating strongly disagree. 
*Significant at the .05 level. 
 



Journal of Business and Training Education  Vol. 14, 2005 

5 

Compar ison of Pr ior  User  Perceptions of the 
Advantages and Disadvantages of Web-Based 
Testing  
 
Research Question 3 was formulated to identify 
differences in prior-users’  perceptions of the 
advantages and disadvantages of Web-based testing at 
the beginning and completion of an introductory 
business computer applications course.  

 
Prior User Perceptions of the Advantages of Web-
Based Testing. A comparison of prior users’  perceived 
advantages of Web-based testing at the beginning and 
the end of an introductory computer applications 
course revealed one area of significant difference: 
flexible scheduling. Prior users viewed flexible 
scheduling (ability to schedule, cancel, and reschedule 
as many times as desired) as significantly more of an 
advantage at the end of the course, when compared to 
the beginning. 

 
Prior User Perceptions of the Disadvantages of Web-
Based Testing. A comparison of the prior users’  
perceived disadvantages of Web-based testing at the 
beginning and the completion of an introductory 
computer applications course resulted in two areas of 
significant differences: 1) unavailability of teacher in 
testing labs to answer questions, and 2) difficulties in 
scheduling desired test time (time slot full). These 
items were perceived as significantly more of a 
disadvantage at the end of the semester. (See Table 3.) 

 
Compar ison of New and Pr ior  User  Perceptions of 
the Advantages and Disadvantages of Web-Based 
Testing  

 
Research Question 4 was formulated to identify 
differences between new- and prior-users’  perceptions 
of the advantages and disadvantages of Web-based 
testing at the beginning and completion of an 
introductory business computer applications course.  

 
New and Prior User Perceptions of the Advantages of 
Web-Based Testing. At the beginning of the course, 
new users of Web-based testing perceived flexible 
scheduling, faster testing process, less test anxiety, and 
ability to cancel and reschedule tests as many times as 
desired as significantly more of an advantage of Web-
based testing when compared to prior users. At the 
completion of the course, prior users indicated the 
ability to take tests when prepared (materials have been 
studied) was significantly more of an advantage of 
Web-based testing as compared to new users. 

 
New and Prior User Perceptions of the Disadvantages 
of Web-Based Testing. At the completion of the course, 

new users indicated test sign up confusion and 
frustrations with technical problems as significantly 
more of a disadvantage of Web-based testing than prior 
users. At the completion of the course, these 
differences were no longer significant. (See Table 4.) 

 
Study L imitations 

 
When interpreting the results of this study, it should be 
recognized that the data included only students who 
were enrolled in an introductory business computer 
applications class at a mid-sized, Midwestern 
university during the spring 2004 semester (a 
convenient sample). These students may accept new 
computer applications more readily than the general 
population.  
 

Conclusions 
 
1. All students, whether new or prior users of Web-

based testing, perceived the advantages of taking 
Web-based tests as very high, and even higher 
after a semester of use. Specifically, the 
advantages of flexible test scheduling and having 
the ability to take tests outside of class time 
(substituting class time to get extra help) were 
perceived as much more of an advantage by the 
end of the semester. All students, whether new or 
prior users of Web-based testing, perceived the 
disadvantages of taking Web-based tests were low, 
and in most cases were the same or lower after a 
semester of use. The only disadvantage areas listed 
that showed some movement toward more 
disadvantageous were: 1) the unavailability of the 
teacher in test labs to answer questions, and 2) 
difficulties in scheduling a desired test time (time 
slot was full), which is a problem unique to a 
limited testing environment. 

 
2. New user perceptions of the advantages of taking 

Web-based tests were high both at the beginning 
and the end of the semester. New user perceptions 
of the disadvantages of Web-based testing were 
low both at the beginning and end of the semester, 
although not being able to schedule a desired time 
and not liking to use a computer screen for reading 
were seen as more disadvantageous by the end of 
the semester. 

 
3. Prior user perceptions of the advantages of taking 

tests Web-based were high at the beginning and 
even higher by the end of the semester, especially 
in relation to the advantage of flexible scheduling. 
Prior user perceptions of the disadvantages of 
Web-based testing were low both at the beginning 
and end of the semester. Not having the teacher 
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available to answer questions and not being able to 
schedule a desired time were two disadvantages 
that were seen as more of a disadvantage by the 
end of the semester. 

 
4. At the beginning of the course, new users of Web-

based testing indicated flexible scheduling, faster 
testing process, less test anxiety, and ability to 
cancel and reschedule tests as many times as 
desired were much more of an advantage of Web-
based testing when compared to prior users. New 
users indicated the disadvantages of test sign-up 
confusion and frustrations with technical problems 
as much more of a disadvantage of Web-based 
testing than prior users. At the completion of the 
course, prior users indicated flexibility of 
scheduling and the ability to take tests when 
prepared (materials have been studied) was much 
more of an advantage of Web-based testing than 
new users.  

 
New and prior users perceived more advantages of 
Web-based testing than disadvantages and did not 
perceive the disadvantages as hindering the Web-based 
test process. Once the student became familiar with the 
online system, initial concerns of needing the teacher 

were not much of a disadvantage. Prior experience with 
Web-based testing has some effect on the perceived 
advantages and disadvantages of using this method. 
When measuring differences between the pre- and 
post-survey of Web-based testing disadvantages, none 
of the students perceived Web-based testing to be more 
disadvantageous than advantageous.  

 
Implications 

 
1. The results of this study remind us not all students 

have had experience with Web-based assessment 
methods. Educators and trainers should identify 
new online users before using this type of testing. 
Additional instruction should be provided for those 
who do not have experience with this method. 
 

2. Business educators and trainers need to be aware 
of the advantages and disadvantages of Web-based 
testing from the learners� point of view. Since this 
study found time efficiencies to be one of the 
strongest advantages, this becomes an incentive 
for both test administrators and test takers. 
 

 

 
Table 3 
Compar ison of Pr ior  User  Perceptions of the Advantages and Disadvantages of Web-Based Testing  
Between the Beginning and End of the Semester  
 

Prior  Users of Web-Based Testing  
Factor  Pre-Survey 

meana(sd) 
Post-Survey 
meana(sd) 

 
t 

 
df 

 
p 

Advantages of Web-based testing 
Flexible scheduling 1.27(.501) 1.10(.305) 2.703 77 .008* 
Immediate grade/feedback 1.21(.406) 1.15(.363) 1.157 77 .251 
Optional class attendance on test days 1.21(.466) 1.18(.448) .406 77 .686 
Able to get higher grades 2.27(.772) 2.12(.778) 1.512 76 .135 
Faster testing process  1.50(.698) 1.38(.586) 1.451 77 .151 
Fewer distractions/easier to concentrate 1.91(.793) 1.83(.746) .865 77 .390 
Able to take the test when prepared 1.40(.566) 1.31(.517) 1.262 77 .211 
Less test anxiety  2.17(.889) 2.03(.882) 1.258 77 .212 
Able to cancel and  reschedule  1.41(.545) 1.28(.507) 1.737 77 .086 
Able to test outside of class time and use class time to 
get extra help 1.56(.572) 1.42(.570) 1.890 77 .063 

Disadvantages of Web-based testing 
Test sign up confusing 3.65(.505) 3.60(.543) .684 77 .496 
Location of  test labs inconvenient 3.21(.779) 3.31(.610) -1.111 77 .270 
Teacher not available to ask questions 2.71(.740) 2.44(.815) 3.510 77   .001* 
Easier for other students to cheat 3.15(.666) 3.23(.719) -.815 77 .418 
Frustrations with technical problems  3.28(.836) 3.22(.714) .727 77 .469 
Inconvenient to take tests outside of class time 3.31(.726) 3.32(.712) -.123 77 .902 
Mistrust computers/possible scoring error 3.05(.737) 3.18(.734) -1.454 77 .150 
Dislike of computers for testing 3.27(.733) 3.35(.718) -.847 77 .400 
Desired time slot full 2.91(.871) 2.63(.884) 2.781 77   .007* 
Dislike to read using computer screens  3.25(.617) 3.23(.628) .341 74 .734 

Notea: Means were based on a 4-point Likert scale, from a 1 indicating strongly agree, to a 4 indicating strongly disagree. 
*Significant at the .05 level. 
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Table 4 
Compar ison Between Exper ience and Student Perceptions of the Advantages and Disadvantages of Web-
Based Testing  
 

Factor  NewUsers 
meana(sd) 

Pr ior  Users 
meana(sd) t df p 

Advantages of using Web-based testing 
Pre-survey 1.17(.381) 1.27(.501) -1.335 143.458 .006* Flexible scheduling 
Post-survey 1.17(.381) 1.10(.305) 1.265 141.678 .011* 
Pre-survey 1.16(.369) 1.21(.406) -.718 151 .474  Immediate grade/feedback 
Post-survey 1.13(.380) 1.15(.363) -.342 151 .733 
Pre-survey 1.20(.465) 1.21(.466) -.068 151 .946 Optional class attendance on 

test days Post-survey 1.25(.496) 1.18(.448) .967 151 .335 
Pre-survey 2.24(.750) 2.28(.771) -.342 151 .733 Able to get higher grades 
Post-survey 2.35(.878) 2.12(.778) 1.710 150 .089 
Pre-survey 1.29(.540) 1.50(.698) -2.054 144.424 .002* Faster testing process 
Post-survey 1.39(.655) 1.38(.586) .020 151 .984 
Pre-survey 1.88(.770) 1.91(.793) -.239 151 .811 Fewer distractions/easier to 

concentrate Post-survey 1.89(.798) 1.83(.746) .481 151 .631 
Pre-survey 1.46(.554) 1.40(.566) .682 150 .496 Able to take the test when 

prepared Post-survey 1.45(.664) 1.31(.517) 1.510 139.871 .025* 
Pre-survey 2.00(.811) 2.17(.889) -1.209 149.775 .043* Less test anxiety 
Post-survey 2.01(.937) 2.03(.882) -.084 151 .933 
Pre-survey 1.34(.476) 1.41(.545) -.874 149.008 .048* Able to cancel and reschedule 
Post-survey 1.37(.632) 1.28(.507) .987 151 .325 
Pre-survey 1.69(.681) 1.56(.572) 1.229 150 .221 Can test outside of class time 

and use class time to get extra 
help 

Post-survey 1.56(.758) 1.42(.570) 1.266 151 .325 

Disadvantages of Web-based testing 
Pre-survey 3.42(.574) 3.65(.505) -2.674 145.358 .027* Test sign up confusing 
Post-survey 3.52(.685) 3.60(.543) -.828 151 .409 
Pre-survey 3.16(.620) 3.21(.779) -.375 150 .708 Location of test labs 

inconvenient Post-survey 3.13(.759) 3.31(.610) -1.569 151 .119 
Pre-survey 2.53(.811) 2.71(.740) -1.369 151 .173 Teacher not available to ask 

questions Post-survey 2.48(.964) 2.44(.815) .306 151 .760 
Pre-survey 3.15(.630) 3.15(.666) -.068 151 .946 Easier for other students to 

cheat Post-survey 3.13(.794) 3.23(.719) -.796 151 .427 
Pre-survey 2.99(.937) 3.28(.836) -2.059 151 .041* Frustrations with technical 

problems Post-survey 3.12(.929) 3.22(.714) -.733 151 .465 
Pre-survey 3.39(.634) 3.31(.726) .715 151 .476 Inconvenient to take tests 

outside of class time Post-survey 3.31(.735) 3.32(.712) -.118 151 .906 
Pre-survey 2.96(.646) 3.05(.737) -.814 151 .417 Mistrust computers/possible 

scoring error Post-survey 3.01(.884) 3.18(.734) -1.262 150 .209 
Pre-survey 3.39(.590) 3.27(.733) 1.089 151 .278 Dislike of computers for 

testing Post-survey- 3.24(.857) 3.35(.718) -.804 150 .423 
Pre-survey 3.03(.915) 2.91(.871) .806 151 .421 Desired time slot full 
Post-survey 2.59(.935) 2.63(.884) -.228 150 .820 
Pre-survey 3.28(.673) 3.25(.610) .354 149 .723 Dislike to read using 

computer screens Post-survey 3.09(.847) 3.22(.624) -1.065 148 .289 
Notea: Means were based on a 4-point Likert scale, from a 1 indicating strongly agree, to a 4 indicating strongly disagree. 
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3. Respondents perceive that being able to take a test 
when they feel they have mastered the content is a 
big advantage. Certainly, this reminds educators 
that our goal should be to enhance student 
learning, not accommodate our time frame. Online 
testing helps meet that goal. 

 
Recommendations for  Future Research 

 
1. As the use of online capabilities grows, research 

focusing on the users and their experience or lack 
of experience should be ongoing. 

 
2. This study should be replicated in various settings 

in education and the business community. 
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Abstract 
 
The decline in the number of college students choosing to major in the field of accounting has challenged the 
profession to find ways to attract more students to the profession. One excellent opportunity to recruit accounting 
majors is in the accounting principles class because most students decide on a major during the first two years of 
college, and all business majors are required to take accounting principles. Accordingly, this paper measures career 
awareness, perceptions, and attitudes of students in the accounting principles classes to lend insight into factors that 
might be incorporated into these classes in order to aid in the recruiting process. 
 
Key Words:  Curr iculum, Teaching, Recruiting Accounting Majors, Career  Awareness 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Over the past decade, the accounting profession has 
suffered from a decline in the number of college 
students choosing to major in the field of accounting. A 
recent report compiled in 2000 by the American 
Accounting Association (AAA), American Institute of 
Certified Public Accountants (AICPA), Institute of 
Management Accountants (IMA) and the five largest 
accounting firms (at that time, Arthur Anderson, Ernst 
and Young, KPMG, Price Waterhouse Coopers, and 
Deloitte and Touche) indicates that the number of 
college students choosing to major in accounting has 
dropped precipitously from the early 1990s to the end 
of the decade. Accounting degrees conferred by all 
universities in the United States decreased from 1993 
to 2000 by 27 percent. Even more alarming is the fact 
that the study shows no brighter promise for the future. 
Among high school students only one percent plan to 
major in accounting, compared to four percent a decade 
ago (Russell, et al., 2000). 
 
Prior to the 1990s, attracting students into accounting 
programs was not a problem. Traditionally, among the 
best and brightest business students, accounting was 
the major of choice. With the change in enrollment 
trends, the profession is faced with the challenge of 
attracting students. More importantly, the challenge 
becomes one of attracting the right students (Williams, 
2000). While attracting students into accounting is not 

solely the responsibility of academe, Williams urges 
that academicians are the first point of contact within 
the field for most students. Therefore, accounting 
instructors have an opportunity to significantly affect 
the students’  perceptions and attitudes about the 
accounting profession. 
 
Assuming the primary function of accounting programs 
is to produce graduates who possess the skills and 
competencies desired by employers, academe must 
take an active role in recruiting into the profession 
those students who manifest such skills and 
competencies. Considering that all business majors are 
required to take accounting principles, this course 
would seem to be an appropriate place to focus 
recruiting efforts. This assumes, however, that students 
are making choices concerning a major field of study 
while taking accounting principles, and that the 
instructor might have an influence on the student�s 
decision to major in accounting (Paolillo and Estes, 
1982). Research on both points indicates that such is 
the case. Many students do decide on a major during 
the first two years of college, and the instructor does 
have a strong influence on that decision (Paolillo and 
Estes, 1982).  
 
Previous studies, though, have not examined students’  
opinions about accounting during the first principles 
course. Accordingly, the purpose of this study is to 
measure career awareness, perceptions, and attitudes in 
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accounting principles as students enter and exit the 
course. The results of the study lend insight into factors 
that might be incorporated into accounting principles 
classes to aid in recruiting students into the accounting 
profession. 
 
The next section reviews prior research related to 
factors that influence a student to major in accounting. 
Next, the research methodology used in this study is 
described. The final sections present the results and 
concluding remarks. 

 
Pr ior  Research 

  
Much research has been published in the area of 
influences on career choice. This section reviews 
several studies that have addressed factors that may 
have an impact on a student’s decision to major in 
accounting. 
 
Paolillo and Estes (1982) investigated the relative 
importance of several possible factors influencing 
career choice. Their research compared career-choice 
factors influencing accountants with those of attorneys, 
mechanical engineers, and doctors. The groups 
surveyed included members of the American Institute 
of Certified Public Accountants, the American Bar 
Association, the American Society of Mechanical 
Engineers and the American Medical Association. The 
study found several differences in degree of importance 
of the factors between accountants and those of the 
other disciplines. One of those differences is that 
accountants tend to decide on their career choice 
during the freshman and sophomore years of college 
while members of other professions tended to decide at 
times other than the first two years of college. 
Additionally, of the twelve potential factors that 
influence the selection of a profession, accountants 
ranked teacher influence seventh. Finally, earnings 
potential is more important to accountants than to other 
professionals, while job satisfaction is less important. 
 
Gul, Andrew, Leong, and Ismail (1989) conducted a 
study similar to that of Paolillo and Estes. This study, 
however, focused on first-year students in accounting, 
engineering, law, and medicine, rather than on 
seasoned professionals. Similar to the findings of 
Paolillo and Estes, the accounting students reported 
that earnings potential was an important factor in their 
choice of major. These students also ranked job 
satisfaction, availability of employment, aptitude for 
subject and years of formal education as significant 
influences in making a career choice selection.  
 
Using social psychological modeling, Cohen and 
Hanno (1993) identified factors that may either 

facilitate or hinder a student’s decision to major in 
accounting. This study found, like Gul, et al, (1989) 
that the student’s aptitude and success with the subject 
matter influenced the decision to major in accounting. 
This research also found that skills and background in 
math and the workload in accounting classes played a 
significant role in the student’s decision of whether to 
major in accounting. Results of this research further 
indicated that non-accounting majors may choose a 
major other than accounting because they perceive the 
field of accounting as being too quantitative and 
boring.  
 
Perceptions of the accounting profession and how these 
perceptions influenced the student’s choice of major 
were also examined by Hermanson, Hermanson, and 
Ivancevich (1995). Their research, similar to Paolillo 
and Estes, included the question of the timing of 
students’  decision to major in accounting as well as 
influences on students’  choice of major. Top business 
students were examined in this study. The research 
indicated that 62 percent of the accounting majors 
surveyed chose their major during the freshman and 
sophomore years. Non-accounting majors reported a 
similar timetable. Thirty percent of the accounting 
majors indicated that the individuals who most 
influenced their major selection decision were college 
instructors. Others in the accounting field had an 
influence on the choice of major for 18 percent of those 
accounting majors. College instructors had a similar 
influence on non-accounting majors’  choice of major. 
The accounting and non-accounting majors’  
perceptions differed, however, with respect to the skills 
needed for success, economic issues, non-financial 
characteristics of work and social issues. In each of 
these areas, accounting majors had more positive views 
of accounting. 
 
Because prior research suggests that students majoring 
in accounting tend to choose that major early in their 
college career and that accounting instructors influence 
students’  choice of major, Mounce and Mauldin (1998) 
investigated the perceptions of faculty who teach the 
first course in accounting regarding students’  decisions 
to major in accounting. The participants indicated that 
interest in the subject, career opportunities and 
earnings potential were the three most important 
factors influencing a student’s decision to major in 
accounting. Of notable importance is the fact that the 
faculty perceived the accounting instructor to be the 
most influential individual in a student’s decision. Yet, 
a majority of the faculty members indicated that they 
do not discuss career opportunities in accounting in the 
introductory accounting course. 
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In a related study, Mauldin, Mounce, and Crain (2000) 
addressed the accounting principles instructor’s 
influence on students’  decisions to major in 
accounting. Their findings indicate that of all the 
people involved in recruiting, the accounting principles 
instructor plays the most significant role. Consistent 
with other studies that found that the selection of major 
was made in the first two years of college, this study 
found that many students decided to major in 
accounting during their first principles course. The 
study also found differences between accounting and 
non-accounting majors with regard to an awareness of 
the careers available with an accounting degree. The 
majority of the accounting majors (84 percent) had an 
understanding of career options compared to only 42 
percent of the non-accounting majors. 
 
Giladi, Amoo, and Friedman (2001) also found that 
accounting majors tend to choose their major field of 
study early in their college careers. The researchers 
surveyed 100 advanced accounting students to 
determine the opinions of accounting majors about why 
students choose accounting as a major. The results 
indicate that 47 percent of the respondents decided to 
major in accounting in either their freshman or 
sophomore years, while 32 percent decided on 
accounting while still in high school. Thirty percent of 
the students also indicated that the introductory 
accounting course was the most important accounting 
course taken while in college. Accounting majors 
indicated that they chose accounting because of 
perceived opportunities in the accounting field. 
 
These as well as several other studies have addressed 
factors affecting students’  decisions on a career choice. 
Many reach the same conclusions, mainly that the 
career choice decision is often made in the first two 
years of college, the instructor apparently is the most 
important individual in the decision-making process, 
and finally, knowledge of the field is important. 
Knowledge can encompass several areas including, but 
not limited to, employment options, economic issues, 
characteristics of work and social issues.  
 
The prior research, however, does not attempt to 
determine whether student opinions about accounting 
can be changed during the accounting principles 
course. To fill that void, this study examined the 
impact on career choice of providing accounting career 
information to accounting principles students. 

 

Data Collection 
 
A questionnaire was developed and administered at the 
beginning of each term to the students in the Summer 
2001 and Fall 2001 sections of the first accounting 
course, taught by different instructors, at Nicholls State 
University College of Business Administration. This 
questionnaire gathered information related to students’  
knowledge of career options in accounting, as well as 
the students’  perceptions of the importance of 
accounting to their future business and personal lives. 

 
During these semesters, each class viewed the 
informative recruiting video, “Taking Care of 
Business,”  produced and distributed by the AICPA. 
The classes were also addressed by Gregory Fulcher of 
American Express Financial Advisors, Inc. Mr. 
Fulcher, an alumnus of Nicholls, majored in accounting 
as an undergraduate and has had experience in public 
and industry accounting. Mr. Fulcher gave a dynamic 
presentation on the possible career paths open to those 
who major in accounting. The instructors also 
distributed the 2001 issue of “Career Wise,”  a 
publication of the Society of Louisiana Certified Public 
Accountants. The instructors spent time discussing and 
answering student questions about the video, the guest 
speaker, and the brochure. At the end of the semester, 
the questionnaire was once again administered to the 
students. 

 
Results 

 
The total beginning enrollment in all sections of 
Introduction to Financial Accounting offered in the 
summer and fall of 2001 was 246 students. The 
distribution of students by classification was 19 
freshmen, 129 sophomores, 52 juniors, 39 seniors, and 
7 graduate students; 190 completed the course. 
 
Table 1 summarizes the responses to the ten items on 
the questionnaire. Table 2 summarizes responses to the 
second part of item one on the questionnaire. The first 
part of item one simply asks if the student has declared 
a major. The second part of item one requests each 
student who declared a major to indicate what that 
major is. Of the 246 respondents at the beginning of the 
term, 233 (95 percent) had declared a major. Fifty were 
non-business majors, 49 were computer information 
systems, 39 were business administration, 29 were 
accounting, 22 marketing, 24 management, and 13 not 
declared. At the end of the term, 183 of 190 (96 
percent) respondents had declared a major.  
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Table 1 
Survey Responses 
 

Question Beginning Responses 
End of Term 
Responses 

1. Have you declared a major? 
 

Yes:  233 
95% 

No:  13 
5% 

Yes:  183 
96% 

No:  7 
4% 

2. List two factors that did (may) influence your decision about 
a particular major. 

Various Various 

3. Do you understand the different careers available to an 
individual with an accounting degree? 

Yes:  136 
55% 

No:  110 
45% 

Yes:  159 
84% 

No:  31 
16% 

4. Has anyone discussed career opportunities in accounting with 
you? 

Yes:  41 
17% 

No:  205 
83% 

Yes:  122 
64% 

No:  68 
36% 

5. Do you perceive a career in accounting to be equivalent to 
other professions? 

Yes:  173 
70% 

No:  73 
30% 

Yes:  144 
76% 

No:  46 
24% 

6. Please indicate your perception of accounting as a potential 
career choice by placing a slash on the following scale. 

4.54 5.43 

7. Please indicate the probability that you will major in 
accounting by placing a slash on the following scale. 

3.04 4.09 

8. Please indicate your perception of the importance of your 
accounting knowledge to your future business career by placing 
a slash (/) on the following scale. 

7.16 7.15 

9. Please indicate your perception of the importance of the 
accounting function to business operations by placing a slash (/) 
on the following scale. 

8.23 8.23 

10. Please indicate your perception of the importance of your 
accounting knowledge to your personal financial future by 
placing a slash (/) on the following scale. 

7.80 7.76 

      Number of responses 246 190 
Questions 1, 3, 4, and 5 were answered Yes or No.  
Questions 6 through 10 were answered using an 11-point Likert scale, with “0”  indicating “Low”  and “10”  
indicating “High.”  
 

Table 2 
Major  Areas Declared 
 

Major  Area Beginning 
of Term 

End of 
Term 

Non-business 50 42 
Computer Information 
Systems 

49 35 

Business 
Administration 

39 24 

Accounting 29 25 
Finance 12 12 
Marketing  22 19 
Management 25 21 
MBA 7 5 
Not declared 13 7 
Number of responses 246 190 

 
The three top factors influencing the respondents’  
decisions about particular majors were interest in the 
subject, earnings potential, and job opportunities. The 
perceived importance of these factors did not change 

during either of the terms. At the beginning of the term, 
45 percent of the students reported that they did not 
understand the different careers available to an 
individual with an accounting degree. An 
overwhelming number (83 percent) had never been 
exposed to an explanation of career opportunities in 
accounting. As expected, both conditions changed 
during the term. Of the 190 respondents at the end of 
the course, only 16 percent reported not understanding 
the different careers available, and 36 percent reported 
that no one had discussed with them career 
opportunities in accounting. 
 
The fifth item asked students if they considered an 
accounting career to be equivalent to other professions. 
Thirty percent answered “No”  at the beginning of the 
term, while only 24 percent answered “No”  at the end 
of the term. 
 
The last five items were answered using an eleven-
point Likert scale, with “0”  indicating low and “10”  
indicating high probability or importance. Question 6 
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asked respondents to evaluate accounting as a potential 
career choice. This measure increased from an average 
scale measure of 4.54 at the beginning of the term to 
5.43 at the end of the term. The probability of majoring 
in accounting (question 7) increased from an average 
of 3.04 to 4.09. 
 

The last three items measured the respondents’  
perceptions of the importance of accounting to their 
future business careers, to business operations and to 
their personal financial futures. The scores on these 
items did not change substantially over the term. The 
respondents’  perception of the importance of their 
accounting knowledge to their future business careers 
was 7.16 at the beginning of the term and 7.15 at the 
end of the term. The respondents’  perception of the 
importance of the accounting function to business 
operations remained unchanged at 8.23, and their 
perception of the importance of their accounting 
knowledge to their personal financial futures was 7.80 
at the beginning of the term and 7.76 at the end of the 
term. 
 

Conclusions 
 
This study indicates that an increased understanding of 
the careers available to accountants was concomitant 
with an increase in the number of respondents who 
perceived accounting to be equivalent to other 
professions. Moreover, respondents’  perception of 
accounting as a potential career choice rose, as did the 
probability that respondents will major in accounting, 
in spite of the fact that 95 percent had already declared 
a major and in spite of the large proportion of juniors 
and seniors. These upperclassmen often must lengthen 
their time in school when switching majors.  
 
Although information about accounting careers is 
present in accounting principles textbooks, this 
presentation may not be adequate and, as research 
indicates, may not be emphasized by the instructor. 
Additional sources of career information include 
AICPA material as well as invited speakers. 
Accounting departments can use their own faculty 
members and students who have completed an 
accounting internship course as informative speakers. 
Professionals from cooperative local chapters of the 
AICPA and the IMA are also excellent sources of 
speakers on career opportunities in accounting.  
 
Apparently, the students in this study had been exposed 
to very little information about accounting careers prior 
to their enrollment in the accounting principles class. 
Although the majority (92 percent) of students were 
sophomore level or above, 82 percent had never heard 
a discussion of accounting career opportunities. 

This study indicates that providing information on 
career opportunities for accounting majors may 
increase the number of students attracted to the field. It 
is advisable, therefore, to offer career awareness 
information to students early in their process of 
deciding on a major field of study, if possible, 
beginning at the high school level. Accounting 
departments may be able to attract accounting majors 
by working with high school guidance counselors and 
business teachers to present career information to high 
school students in high school business classes, at 
career day, and to other gatherings of high school clubs 
and groups. 
 
At the university level, providing accounting career 
information in the freshman level introduction to 
business (or equivalent) course may be a prime 
opportunity. Accounting departments can also work 
with freshman division (or equivalent) counselors as 
well as instructors of the freshman orientation classes 
to provide career information in those classes and other 
groupings of freshmen. The university career 
placement service may also be a good source of 
accounting career information for students. 
 
This study further indicates that decisions on a major 
can change after the freshman year. Thus, instructors 
should emphasize accounting career awareness in the 
accounting principles classes. Such career awareness 
should also be provided in all accounting classes, not 
only to recruit non-accounting majors in those classes, 
but also to retain those students already majoring in 
accounting. 
 
Although career information appears to be important in 
the student’s choice of major, further research could 
help measure the extent of the importance of career 
information. Additional research may also be able to 
identify the most strategic point where a firm decision 
about the student’s choice of major is made so that 
career information can be presented before that point. 
 
Additional research is also needed to help determine 
the best method of getting that information to students. 
The many potential sources of accounting career 
information include counselors and instructors, at both 
the high school and the university level; invited 
professionals as speakers; the classroom, both 
accounting classes as well as other classes such as 
introduction to business and freshman orientation;  
fellow students who have work experience in 
accounting; and the university career placement 
service. Research could determine the optimum sources 
of career information so that accounting departments 
can concentrate on those sources.  
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Attracting and retaining quality students to the field of 
accounting is vital to the profession. While recruiting 
quality students should begin at the high school level, 
such recruiting should continue even after students 
have entered a university and declared a major. Since 
this study indicates that career information has a 
positive effect on choice of major, providing career 
information should be an important part of the 
recruiting process at all levels. 
 
Moreover, continued research which may help identify 
the optimal timing and method of disseminating that 
information would be quite useful to accounting 
departments’  recruiting efforts. 
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Abstract 
 

During the Spring 2003 semester, over 560 university students from Pennsylvania, Kentucky and California were 
surveyed regarding cell phone ownership, cell phone safety issues, and cell phone etiquette. Over 80 percent of the 
respondents owned a cell phone, and over 70 percent felt that owning a cell phone was a necessity. The findings 
showed that students were becoming more aware of proper cell phone etiquette. Those teaching general business, 
business communication, training and development, and technology courses are in a unique position to educate 
students in proper cell phone usage. 
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Introduction 
 

Cell telephones are very popular, and many individuals 
have selected to replace their traditional telephone line 
with a cell phone. A cell phone, a portable device, was 
a rarity 15 years ago; today there are over 60 million 
cell phone customers nationwide (“History of Cell 
Phones,”  2004). As instructors teach classes to our new 
generation of students, there must be an awareness of 
the impact cell phones have on students. Business 
educators—especially those in general business, 
business communication, training and development, 
and technology classes—have an opportunity to include 
units pertaining to proper cell phone etiquette and 
usage.  

 
Cell telephones have become extremely popular in the 
last few years because of the competitive rates and 
broad area coverage. A significant number of college 
students believe it is a necessity to own a cell phone. A 
study done in 2003 at Dickinson College found that 
approximately 70 percent of the students on that 
campus owned cell phones with 39 percent of those 
being males and 61 percent being females (Lewis, 
2004). Beginning with the Fall 2005 semester, Virginia 
Commonwealth University will no longer provide 
long-distance services in its dormitories since so many 
of its students own cell phones (Chapin, 2005). 

 

Research Questions 
 

Since limited studies have been conducted involving 
university students and cell phone usage, a research 
project was designed to answer the following 
questions: 
 
Do university students feel it is necessary to own a cell 
phone?  What percentage of students currently own a 
cell phone?  How are students using their cell phones?  
 
Does gender affect students’  responses to the preceding 
questions?  Does student’s age affect their responses?  
Do students studying in a different geographical 
location of the United States respond differently to 
these questions?  
 

L iterature Review 
 
To collect demographics and obtain a marketing profile 
of cell and non-cell phone users among college 
students, a Cellular One survey (Cellular One, 2000) 
was commissioned through the College of Business at 
Arizona State University. Surveys were administered to 
635 college students at multiple locations on the 
Arizona State campus.  While 19 percent of survey 
respondents lived on campus, there were 81 percent 
who lived off campus. The survey yielded responses on 
cell ownership, payments of cell phone bills, reasons 
for the purchase of a cell phone, and reasons for cell 
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phone usage. Approximately 50.1 percent of students 
indicated that they owned a cell phone. Of the 
estimated 49.9 percent who stated they were non-
owners, 57.6 percent noted a desire to own one, and 
55.4 percent of the non-owners said cost was the main 
barrier preventing them from owning one. 
 
The Cellular One study (2000) also reported several 
initial reasons for students purchasing a cell phone: 58 
percent to contact family; 47 percent to handle 
emergency cases; 44 percent to stay in touch with 
significant others; and 32 percent to coordinate social 
activities. 
 
In response to the students’  reasons for actually using 
their cell phones, the following were noted: 94 percent 
stated they called significant others or friends; 83 
percent called parents; 60 percent coordinated social 
activities; 39 percent checked the balance of the bank 
account; 38 percent coordinated transportation or rides 
home; 37 percent ordered take-out food; 25 percent 
reported auto accidents; 23 percent arranged/checked 
status of job interviews; 21 percent called in to radio 
stations in response to contests; 17 percent called 
police; 16 percent registered for classes; 14 percent 
checked/received semester-end grades; and 9 percent 
called a locksmith. As demonstrated by the results of 
the Cellular One study, cell phones have become 
popular for many kinds of uses. While many students 
may have purchased the cell phone for one purpose, 
they ended up using it for many others. 
 
In addition to the students’  numerous reasons for using 
cell phones as reported in the Cellular One study, The 
Oklahoma University Daily (Crownover, 2004) noted 
that parents also have a reason for their children to 
have cell phones—the cell phone provides them with 
an easy way to maintain contact with their adolescents. 
A national survey by UCLA’s Higher Education 
Research Institute found that, among 26,000 polled 
freshmen living on campus, 26.7 percent said they 
were in touch with their parents every day (Silverstein, 
2004). Elizabeth (2002), writing for the Pittsburgh 
Post-Gazette, noted that students and their parents have 
discovered another reason for using a cell phone—cell 
phone plans are less expensive than using university 
phones for long distance calls. In summary, cell phones 
have become very popular among college students, for 
many different uses.  
 

Cell Phone Etiquette 
 
Accompanying the widespread usage of cell phones 
among college students is a common perception held 
by many that cell phone users frequently demonstrate 
inconsiderate behavior. For example, when students 

“choose phone conversations over real conversations, 
all they manage to communicate is that the people who 
are physically around them are unimportant”  (“Cell 
Phone,”  2003, para. 5). Consequently, those individuals 
who are unwillingly listening to someone else’s 
conversations can quickly become annoyed by the 
intrusion upon their privacy. Ted Rappaport, a 
professor of engineering at the University of Texas in 
Austin, describes Americans’  attitude of intolerance as 
an "awkward-adolescence stage of cell phone use" 
(Schoenberg, 2002, para. 8). Perhaps more tolerant 
stages will evolve once the prevalence of cell phones 
has become nationally accepted. In order to help 
students become cognizant of how they may be 
showing lack of respect to others and upsetting others 
by their use of cell phones in public places, residential 
college masters at Yale University began coaching 
students in 2003 on the rules of cell phone etiquette 
(“Cell Phone,”  2003). 
 
Not only can the content of a conversation be 
exasperating but also the volume in which a cell phone 
user speaks during his/her conversation. Casperson 
(2002) stated that many users share the bad habit of 
talking loudly on their phones whether it is in a 
meeting, at a restaurant, or in the middle of a business 
deal. She identified several ways that bystanders can 
communicate their disapproval of a cell phone user�s 
loud voice: "1) make the rude cell phone user 
uncomfortable, 2) ask a third party to intervene 3) 
directly confront the cell phone user”  (Casperson, para. 
5-7). 
 
Cell phones also can be a nuisance in less-populated 
areas such as parks and forests. Powell (2001) reported 
that hikers and campers often engage in unimportant 
cell phone conversations that invade the personal space 
of others who are nearby. Frequently, the annoying 
users call the park rangers’  emergency telephone 
numbers to ask for assistance regarding a trivial matter 
and, thereby, prevent an open line from being available 
to those who may have serious problems or 
emergencies to communicate. 
 
Whether or not the behavior of an individual using a 
cell phone is considered annoying or acceptable may 
be in the eye of the beholder. In 1999, U.S. News & 
World Report (Terrell & Hammel, para. 6) referenced a 
survey by SBC Communications whose brands include 
Cellular One and Pacific Bell. Users in the survey 
stated that they did not think of themselves as 
exhibiting any rude behavior when talking on a cell 
phone. In fact, 53 percent of them gave themselves 
grades of A’s and B’s and assigned grades of C’s, D’s, 
or F’s to other cell phone users for their lack of 
manners when conversing on wireless phones. 
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Cell Phone Tolerance 
 
To determine the locations where Americans believe it 
is acceptable for wireless users to engage in 
conversation, LexisNexis ™ Academic (Research 
updates, 2002) noted a comparison of two similar 
surveys—a 2000 survey by Letstalk (an online wireless 
retailer) and a 2002 survey by Wirthline Worldwide 
(provider of survey research)—which showed a 
measurable change in respondents’  views about the 
degree of acceptability of cell phone conversations in 
public areas. The surveys suggest that the 2002 
respondents were less tolerant of listening to someone 
else�s cell phone conversations than were the 
participants in the 2000 survey. Note below the 
comparisons (2002, para. 2) to the following question 
asked in both surveys:  "In which of the following 
places do you find it generally acceptable to speak on 
your wireless phone?" 
 
·  Acceptable to talk on cell phone in a car:  2002 

Survey—46 percent, 2000 Survey—76 percent 
·  Acceptable to talk on cell phone in a restaurant:  

2002 Survey—28 percent, 2000 Survey—31 
percent 

·  Acceptable to talk on cell phone while on public 
transportation:  2002 Survey—45 percent, 2000 
Survey—52 percent 

·  Acceptable to talk on cell phone in the 
supermarket:  2002 Survey—53 percent, 2000 
Survey—60 percent 

·  Acceptable to talk on cell phone in a bathroom:  
2002 Survey—47 percent, 2000 Survey—39 
percent 

·  Acceptable to talk on cell phone at the movies or 
in a theater:  2002 Survey—6 percent, 2000 
Survey—11 percent 

·  Acceptable to talk on cell phone while on-school 
property including classrooms:   2002 Survey—10 
percent, 2000 Survey—Not Asked 

 
In 2002, Taylor Nelson Sofres (TNS) (Greenspan, 
2003, p.2), a worldwide leading market information 
group, surveyed 1,032 adults in the United Kingdom to 
determine some of their complaints regarding cell 
phone users. Some of the findings are as follows:  
 
·  45 percent of cell phone owners and 62 percent of 

non-owners disapprove of wireless phone usage in 
restaurants, hospitals, cinemas, and other public 
locations  

·  33 percent report that the invasive nature of cell 
phones negatively affects their interests while 
attending public events  

·  25 percent of individuals under the age of 24 
prefer cell phone usage to be unrestricted in public 
places  

·  14 percent of respondents believe action should be 
taken against cell phone usage in public but are 
uncertain what action would be most effective.  

 
Methodology of Study 

 
To answer the research questions, a survey instrument 
was developed during the Spring 2003 semester by one 
of the researchers and 34 students enrolled in her two 
Business Communication and Report Writing sections. 
The survey instrument was piloted by 29 students 
enrolled in an upper-level business class. The results of 
this pilot were used to refine the questions. In its final 
form, the survey was submitted to the Institutional 
Review Boards of Bloomsburg University 
(Pennsylvania), Murray State University (Kentucky), 
and Cal Poly Pomona (California) for approval.  
 
At Bloomsburg University, the survey was 
administered to 225 students enrolled in a large-section 
general psychology course. At Murray State 
University, it was administered to 284 students 
enrolled in two sections of an introduction to business 
course and one section of an office systems course. At 
Cal Poly Pomona, it was administered to 53 students 
enrolled in business communication and management 
courses.  
 
SPSS statistical software was used to compile the data, 
run comparisons, and answer the research questions. 
Comparisons were calculated using Chi-Square 
statistics; significance was determined if the p 
calculation was less than or equal to 0.05. 
 

Findings 
 
The survey consisted of 29 objective questions. All 
respondents answered the first seven questions. The 
remaining 22 questions were answered only by those 
students who owned cell phones; 467 (83.1 percent) of 
the respondents indicated that they currently owned a 
cell phone. 
 
All students were asked if they felt it was necessary to 
own a cell phone. Of the 560 students who responded 
to this question, 393 (70.2 percent) indicated that they 
felt it was a necessity, and 167 (29.8 percent) indicated 
that they felt it was not a necessity. 
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Demographics 
 
Of the 562 students who completed the entire survey, 
218 (38.8 percent) were male, 343 (61.0 percent) were 
female, and 1 chose not to indicate his/her gender. Two 
hundred fifty-one (44.7 percent) were 18-19 years of 
age, 149 (26.5 percent) were 20-21, 55 (9.8 percent) 
were 22-23, and 54 (9.6 percent) were 24 or older. 
Fifty-three chose not to respond to the question 
requesting their age. 
 
Ownership 
 
When cell phone ownership was compared with 
gender, age, and school, significance was found in all 
three areas. Female students were more likely than 
expected to own a cell phone, and male students were 
more likely than expected not to own one. Students 
aged 18-21 were more likely than expected to own a 
cell phone; students aged 22 or higher were less likely 
not to own one. The number of students at Bloomsburg 
University (BU), a state university in the Eastern 
United States, who owned cell phones was exactly the 
number expected. Students, however, at Murray State 
University (MSU), a state university in the Southern 
United States, were less likely than expected to own a 
cell phone. Students at Cal Poly Pomona (CPP), a state 
university in the Western United States, were more 
likely than expected to own one. Table 1 shows the 
actual survey numbers and the calculated statistically 
expected numbers. 
 
When the responses to the questions asking if it was 
necessary to own a cell phone were compared with age, 
only students in the 18-19 age group were more likely 
than expected to feel that such ownership was a 
necessity. No significance was found when the 
responses to this question were compared with 
students’  gender and location.  
 
Usage 
 
Students were asked how they used the majority of 
their cell phone minutes and were given four choices. 
These choices and the number of responses for each 
were work related (15, 2.7 percent), emergency (29, 5.2 
percent), leisure (247, 44.0 percent), other (19, 3.4 
percent), and all of the above (141, 25.1 percent). Only 
the 291 students who selected work-related, 
emergency, or leisure were used for comparisons. 
Significance was found when the responses to this 
question were compared with gender and location. 
Male respondents were more likely than expected to 
use the majority of their cell phone minutes for work-
related purposes; females were more likely than 

expected to use the majority of their minutes for either 
emergencies or leisure. 
 
Table 1 
Cell Phone Ownership Compar isons 
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Male 166 
(30%) 

181 52 
(9%) 

37 

Female 300 
(54%) 

285 42 
(7%) 

57 

Totals 466  94  

12.765 
p £ 
0.001 
n = 560 

Ages 
18-19 

218 
(43%) 

206 33 
(6%) 

45 

Ages 
20-21 

124 
(25%) 

122 25 
(5%) 

27 

Ages 
22-23 

38 (8%) 45 17 
(3%) 

10 

Ages 
24+ 

36 (7%) 43 17 
(3%) 

10 

Totals 416  92  

 
17.392 
p £ 
0.001 
n = 508 

BU 187 
(33%) 

187 38 
(7%) 

38 

MSU 229 
(41%) 

236 55 
(10
%) 

48 

CPP 51 (9%) 44 2 
(0%) 

9 

Totals 467  95  

7.504 
p £ 
0.025 
n = 562 

 
The students in California were more likely than 
expected to use their minutes for work-related purposes 
or emergencies; students in Pennsylvania were more 
likely than expected to use theirs for work-related 
purposes. Students in Kentucky were more likely than 
expected to use their cell phone minutes for leisure. No 
significance was found when the responses to this 
question were compared with age. 
 
Etiquette 
 
Respondents were asked when they felt cell phone 
usage was appropriate. Of the 562 students who 
responded, 32 (5.7 percent) indicated that cell phone 
usage was appropriate “anytime” ; 217 (38.6 percent) 
indicated it was appropriate at “any time but class, 
church, meetings, movies, etc.” ; and 274 (48.8 percent) 
indicated it was appropriate “when it would not 
interfere with others around you.”   “Other”  was 
selected by 33 (5.9 percent) of the students; other 
responses listed included “ for emergencies only”  (20 
respondents) and the listing of specific situations (10 
students). When this response was compared with other 
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variables, gender was the only one that showed 
significance; the “other”  response was not included in 
this comparison. Males were more likely than expected 
to indicate that cell phone usage was appropriate at any 
time. Females were more likely than expected to 
choose the other two options, “any time but class, 
church, meetings, movies, etc.”  or “when it would not 
interfere with others around you.”  
 
Another question dealing with etiquette asked the 
students who owned cell phones if they turned their 
phone off during classes. Of the 467 who owned cell 
phones, 159 (34.0 percent) indicated that they did not 
take their cell phones to class; 76 (16.3 percent) 
indicated that they turned their cell phone off for class; 
and 220 (47.1 percent) indicated that they turned their 
cell phone on silent and/or vibrate for class. The 
remaining 12 (2.6 percent) did not indicate any of the 
options; it was assumed, therefore, that they left their 
phones on during class. When the responses to this 
question were compared with the other variables, only 
the students’  location showed any significance. 
Students at Bloomsburg University were more likely 
than expected to not take their phones to class; students 
at Murray State University were more likely than 
expected to turn their phones on either silent or vibrate; 
and students at Cal Poly Pomona were more likely than 
expected to either turn off their phones or turn them on 
silent or vibrate when in class. 
 

Conclusions 
 
Students find many different reasons for using a cell 
phone. The primary utilization of cell phones, as in the 
Cellular One study, is still for leisure purposes (48 
percent); however, male students are more likely to use 
their minutes for work-related reasons, and female 
students tend to use the majority of their minutes for 
either emergencies or leisure. The specific reasons 
ranged from being very important to quite trivial. 
However, when asked if they thought it was a necessity 
to own a cell phone, 70.2 percent indicated that they 
felt it was; therefore, instructors must realize that it is a 
technology that will be a part of the lives of the 
students they instruct. 

 
Students need to be reminded of etiquette practices 
wherein cell phones are concerned since studies show 
that there is little tolerance for unacceptable use. More 
students may be realizing this since those who own cell 
phones are not taking the phones to class (34 percent) 
or, if they do, they are turning them off (16.3 percent) 
during class. It may be concluded that students are 
becoming more aware of when cell phone usage is 
appropriate since 48.8 percent indicated it was 

appropriate “when it would not interfere with others 
around you.”  

 
Statistically, it was expected that more students would 
own a cell phone in the south than actually owned 
them. Further, more students owned cell phones in the 
western part of the United States than was statistically 
expected. In the north, cell phone ownership was 
exactly the number expected. It may be concluded that 
more students in the south will, in time, own a cell 
phone since 70.2 percent feel they are a necessity—
especially in the 18-19 age group—and that cell phones 
are more likely to be owned by female students than 
male students. 

 
Implications of Study and  

Recommendations 
 

Business educators have a professional obligation to 
include units pertaining to cell phone usage since so 
many students are owners of cell phones and tolerance 
for incorrect usage of them has diminished. A unit on 
cell phone etiquette could be included in business 
communication, general business, or technology 
courses to reinforce effective use. Studies such as the 
SBC survey (Terrell & Hammel, 1999) could be used 
to demonstrate how individuals who perceive their own 
actions to be polite might be perceived as being rude 
by others.  
 
An instructor of a college course such as Training and 
Development could challenge students, who will 
possibly be future trainers in a business setting, to 
explore ways that cell phone technology can be 
instrumental in the training of individuals. Future 
trainers in a Training and Development class could 
plan and demonstrate a training session on the proper 
etiquette of cell phone usage. Some topics to highlight 
are acceptable volume of speaker’s voice, most 
unobtrusive physical location for the speaker to reside, 
and appropriate stance during progress of conversation 
(walking back to-and-fro, standing still, or sitting 
down).  
 
One of the authors, who has worked as a corporate 
training manager and trainer, was often assigned to 
market personal computer application classes for the 
purpose of recruiting students and, in turn, adding to 
the company’s revenue. Since many training institutes 
are charged with recruiting trainees whether for in-
house or private consulting, it could be beneficial for 
students to conduct local surveys containing questions 
similar to those in the Cellular One survey. When 
students such as those in this study are involved in 
primary research, they gain the experience of designing 
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survey questions, administering a survey, and 
analyzing the results and reporting the findings.  
 
It is recommended that further study needs to be 
conducted in additional geographic areas in order to 
fully ascertain the current state of cell phone utilization 
among university students. Future research could focus 
on the effects of educational levels on student feelings 
toward cell phone usage and students’  use of newer 
innovations in cell phone technology, such as taking 
and storing photos, text-messaging, and surfing the 
Internet. 
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Abstract 
 
How do generational similarities and/or differences impact the classroom? The focal point of this research involved 
an analysis of teachers’  perceptions of Generation Y’s orientations toward work, technology, communication, and 
learning. Generation Y traits and characteristics identified by teachers participating in the study are reported, results 
interpreted, and pedagogical implications presented. 
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Introduction 
 
A growing body of literature is being devoted to 
Generation Y with articles being written primarily by 
marketers, educators, and trainers. Marketers are 
anxious to learn as much as possible about this new 
and different group of consumers so they can earn their 
loyalty, while educators are becoming increasingly 
aware that students are a reflection of society and 
generational differences impact the way students learn. 
In addition, trainers recognize that the values, views, 
and learning styles of Generation Y influence training 
techniques and the workplace.  
 
It is not unusual to hear veteran educators discussing 
how students have changed and that teaching 
Generation Y is creating new challenges and placing a 
different set of demands on teachers. Eisner (2004) 
reports that today’s students often demonstrate 
attitudes of being restless and disinterested and that 
educators are finding it necessary to spend more time 
on motivational techniques.  
 

Purpose of the Study 
 
The purpose of this study was to analyze Generation Y 
from the perspective of teachers to determine to what 
extent generational similarities and/or differences 
actually exist in today’s learning environment. The 
study was designed to respond to the following 
research questions: 
 
1. What are Generation Y students’  orientations 

toward work, technology, communication, and 
learning? 

2. How do Generation Y students’  orientations 
impact teachers’  orientations toward teaching? 

 
By identifying specific traits and characteristics in the 
learning environment that are similar and/or different 
from previous generations, teachers can develop a 
better understanding of today’s students and can 
implement pedagogical initiatives that create enhanced 
learning environments. 
 

L iterature Review 
 
Who are the students in your secondary and middle 
school business classes? They are the children of 
earlier generations of “Baby Boomers”  and 
“Generation X,”  and they possess their own special 
characteristics, needs, and talents. Wellner (1999) notes 
that demographers use terms such as “Echo-Boom,”  
“Baby Boomlet,”  “Generation Y,”  “Net Generation,”  
“Millennial Generation,”  and “Generation Next”  to 
describe these individuals generally classified as born 
between 1977 and 1994. She adds that this is a large 
generational group, accounting for approximately 26 
percent of the general population. Hebert (2003) adds 
such labels as “NeXters,”  “Echo Boomers,”  
“Newmils,”  and “Generation Dot.Com.”  Strauss (2005) 
notes that “Millennials”  are now in all ranks of 
education from elementary school to postgraduate 
programs. These are the children of both boomers and 
Generation X parents and are the frequent center of 
attention. 
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Generation Y Character istics 
 
Generation Y individuals enter educational 
environments with their own special sets of 
experiences and preferences. As Wellner (1999, “High-
Tech and Who Cares?”  section, ¶1) describes, 
 

One thing that clearly separates Gen Nexters 
from boomers, and even from Gen Xers to a 
large degree, is that they are the first 
generation for whom technology is not a gee-
whiz thing. They have been steeped in high 
technology to such a degree that it all but 
blends into the landscape. 

 
Since these individuals have grown up with technology 
in every area of their lives, they have a bland attitude 
toward technology, differing from their predecessors. 
Tulgan and Martin (2001b, Chapter Two section, ¶2) 
add, “Gen Yers are much like their Gen X siblings—
independent, techno-savvy, entrepreneurial, hard 
workers who thrive on flexibility—only much, much 
more.”  
 
Tulgan and Martin (2001a) note that there are several 
“ truths”  regarding Generation Y: Generation Y is 
upbeat with strong self-esteem, education-minded, 
cross-cultural and tolerant, and volunteer oriented. 
DiGilio and Lynn-Nelson (2004) offer several broad 
characterizations of this generation. “Millennials”  are 
highly educated and possess strong technological 
knowledge (as a result of their use of computers from 
an early age). They are “over-protected”  and “over-
scheduled”  and exhibit a strong closeness to their 
families. This generation is optimistic, confident, 
competitive, politically conservative, and socially 
tolerant. They often need frequent stimulation to react, 
expect instant gratification, and demonstrate a higher 
degree of stress than other generations. Millennials 
question frequently and have a strong ability to sort 
through lots of details.  
 
Educational and Training Implications 
 
According to Howe (2005, “A Shifting Perspective”  
section, ¶4), “The evidence suggests that Millennials, 
compared to Xers or boomers at the same age, are 
special, sheltered, confident, team-playing, 
conventional, pressured and achieving.”  For these 
characteristics he discusses multiple strategies that 
educators may use to meet the needs of this generation: 
 
1. Special: ask parents to collaborate; gain their 

support. 

2. Sheltered: provide assurance to parents and 
children that school is a safe environment; 
promote small learning communities. 

3. Confident: stress positive and optimistic outcomes. 
4. Team oriented: promote group projects and other 

peer activities to harness peer pressure. 
5. Conventional: emphasize a core curriculum for all 

students and clearly enforce core rules and 
communicate expectations. 

6. Pressured: stress long-term goal setting; promote 
contextual learning using career academies or 
similar academic opportunities; promote alignment 
between schools. 

7. Achieving: revise the curriculum to promote a 
cycle of accomplishment; integrate classroom 
activity with technology; involve all families and 
communities in meeting achievement goals. 

 
Although Generation Y holds a wealth of unique 
experiences and preferences, Merrill (as cited in 
Wellner, 1999, The More Things Change section, ¶2) 
notes “To argue that we need new learning techniques 
just because there’s a new generation is absurd.”  
Further, “Our grandparents learned just the same as we 
do today.”  He adds that the way you teach this 
generation may differ from previous generations. He 
suggests changing the packaging of lessons and 
procedures used to sell learners on the learning process. 
Suggestions include use of the Internet to incorporate 
multiple media to market and package learning, not to 
replace fundamental instructional strategies. Likewise, 
Tapscott (2001) discusses eight shifts in learning for 
the Net Generation: 
 
1. From linear to hypermedia learning 
2. From instruction to construction and discovery 
3. From teacher-centred [sic] to learner-centred [sic] 
4. From absorbing material to learning how to 

navigate and how to learn 
5. From school to lifelong learning 
6. From one-size-fits-all to customized learning 
7. From learning as torture as [sic] learning as fun 
8. From the teacher as transmitter to the teacher as 

facilitator (pp. 5-7). 
 
DiGilio and Lynn-Nelson (2004) present several 
strategies for working with these learners in a training 
setting: design learning to be practical and fun; provide 
freedom on how to complete work; provide feedback 
and rewards as necessary; provide a variety of 
activities at a rather quick pace; combine learning tasks 
with interactive learning and technology; create 
opportunities for them to demonstrate what they have 
learned; use gimmicks such as video games, prizes, 
interaction, and even candy; make learning relevant to 
their situations and tie to their experiences; and give 
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learners what they need and eliminate the non-essential 
information. These techniques are easily applicable to 
the secondary and middle school business classroom. 
 
Chester (as cited in Verret, 2000) outlines eight 
strategies for managing and motivating “Generation 
Why”  (his term for Generation Y) employees. These 
strategies have direct implication to our business 
classrooms today: 
 
1. Let them know what they do matters. 
2. Tell them the truth—don’ t try to pull the wool 

over their eyes (to put it politely). 
3. In order to get “buy in” , explain the “why”  of what 

you’re asking them to do and tell them what’s in it 
for them. 

4. Learn their language—communicate in terms they 
understand. 

5. Be on the lookout for “ rewarding opportunities.”  
6. Praise them in public—make them a “star.”  
7. Make the workplace fun. 
8. Model behavior—don’ t expect one thing out of 

them that you don’ t and won’ t deliver yourself, be 
the example (Verret, 2000, “Generation Why”  
section, ¶4). 

 
Zemke (1999) outlines several considerations for 
training “Nexters.”  He suggests that workplace 
learning environments that combine teamwork and 
technology are needed for this generation. Everyone 
should have a task and be encouraged to assist and 
mentor others as they finish. He adds that they are 
motivated to learn that which will improve their lives 
and reduce stress while putting a high priority on 
earning money. They prefer training that is 
entertaining, active, and interactive. Training leaders 
should incorporate creativity in the use of music, art, 
and games. Learning materials should be lively and 
include variety, multiple focal points, and 
supplemental, supporting reading. Weiler (2005) 
further concludes that students in this generation are 
primarily visual learners; adapting to teaching 
strategies that include hand-on activities will hold 
interest and promote retention. 
 

Methodology 
 
The methodology utilized in this study involved an 
electronic survey sent to all Tennessee business 
education teachers listed in the Division of Vocational-
Technical Education, Tennessee Department of 
Education database of school e-mail addresses. The 
electronic survey was reviewed by a team of three 
university professors; their suggestions were 
implemented. Survey participants were sent an e-mail 
inviting them to participate in the study and providing a 

link to the online survey. The survey was sent to 520 
Tennessee business educators. Due to undeliverable e-
mail, the sample was reduced to 456 with a return of 
161 usable surveys or 35.31%. A limitation of the 
study is that participants could have forwarded the 
electronic survey to other teachers not included in the 
original sample. Data collection efforts involved two 
follow-up e-mails in an attempt to encourage additional 
participation. Demographic information (education 
level, age, ethnicity, years teaching experience, and 
gender) was included in the survey to assist in profiling 
respondents.  
 
The focus of the survey was to collect primary, 
quantitative data of teachers’  perceptions of their 
students in the areas of orientations toward work, 
technology, communication, and learning as well as 
teacher orientations toward teaching. The survey 
consisted of a series of statements, and participants 
used a six-point Likert-type scale to indicate their 
attitudes toward each statement. The following scale 
was used: 0 = Don’ t Know; 1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 = 
Disagree; 3 = Indifferent or Neutral; 4 = Agree; and 
5 = Strongly Agree. All scaled statements were 
developed specifically for this research project. A total 
of sixty statements relating to teachers’  perceptions of 
Generation Y orientations were included on the survey 
along with sixteen statements focusing on the 
participant’s orientation toward teaching. Survey 
results were tabulated electronically. 
 

Data Analysis and Findings 
 

To assist in profiling respondents, demographic data 
(education level, age, ethnicity, years teaching 
experience, and gender) were tabulated electronically 
to show the percent of responses in each demographic 
category. Data are presented in Table 1 and reveal that 
78.14% of respondents� educational level was a 
master�s degree or higher; 62.02% were between the 
ages of 46 and 61+; and 82.91% were White while 
15.82% were African American. The majority of 
respondents (61.01%) had between 1 and 20 years of 
teaching experience; whereas, 39% had between 21 
and 40+ years’  experience. The overwhelming majority 
(88.68%) of respondents were female. 
 
Survey responses were tallied electronically to provide 
the percent of responses to each statement on the 
survey as well as the mean response per statement. 
Table 2 presents teachers’  perceptions of Generation 
Y’s orientations toward work, technology, 
communication, and learning. Analysis of the top three 
statements in each category pertaining to Generation Y 
traits and characteristics receiving a majority response 
in both agreement and disagreement are presented. In 
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addition, an analysis of all survey statements related to 
teachers’  orientations toward teaching are presented. 
 
Table 1 
Demographic Data of Business Teacher   
Par ticipants 
 

Category n % 
Education Level 

Bachelor’s Degree 35 21.88 
Master’s Degree 79 49.38 
Master’s Degree +30 15 9.38 
Master’s Degree +45 21 13.13 
Specialist in Education Ed.S.) 8 5.00 
Doctor of Education (Ed.D.) 2 1.25 
Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.)   

Age 
20-25 5 3.16 
26-30 7 4.43 
31-35 19 12.03 
36-40 12 7.59 
41-45 17 10.76 
46-50 29 18.35 
51-55 41 25.95 
56-60 22 13.92 
61+ 6 3.80 

Ethnicity 
African American 25 15.82 
Asian 1 .63 
Hispanic   
Native American 1 .63 
White 131 82.91 
Other   

Years Teaching Experience   
1-5 years 24 15.09 
6-10 years 31 19.50 
11-15 years 22 13.84 
16-20 years 20 12.58 
21-25 years 13 8.18 
26-30 years 25 15.72 
31-35 years 21 13.21 
36-40 years 2 1.26 
40+ years 1 .63 

Gender   
Female 141 88.68 
Male 18 11.32 

Note. Due to nonresponders, number of respondents 
per category will fluctuate. 
 
Or ientation Toward Work 

 
Data analysis related to orientation toward work reveal 
that respondents strongly agreed or agreed that 
Generation Y students vocalize personal opinions 
freely (90.06%); show cooperation and work well with 
others (66.88%); and exhibit acceptable social skills 
(56.88%). Respondents strongly disagreed or 
disagreed that Generation Y students possess a strong 

work ethic (59%); hold high ethical standards 
(55.63%); and value appropriate professional 
appearance (54.04%).  
 
Or ientation Toward Technology 

 
Analysis of the data related to orientation toward 
technology show that respondents strongly agreed or 
agreed that Generation Y students embrace technology 
(97.51%); demonstrate a high comfort zone with 
technology (95.63%); and have access to computers at 
home (86.7%). Respondents strongly disagreed or 
disagreed that students enter courses demonstrating 
preexisting skill with database software (79.51%), 
spreadsheet software (75.63%), and web design 
software (66.46%). 
 
Or ientation Toward Communication 

 
Responses to orientation toward communication show 
that business teachers strongly agreed or agreed that 
Generation Y students use technology in written 
communication (75.63%); utilize e-mail effectively as 
a means of communication (69.38%); and exhibit 
appropriate nonverbal communication skills (50.01%). 
Respondents strongly disagreed or disagreed that 
students demonstrate effective public speaking skills 
(60%); demonstrate a clear writing style (56.88%); and 
use speech recognition for data input (52.5%). 
 
Or ientation Toward Learning 

 
Data analysis of orientation toward learning reveal that 
respondents strongly agreed or agreed that Generation 
Y students prefer “hands-on”  activities (96.88%); 
require more assistance from teachers than previous 
generations (65%); and work well collaboratively 
(61.63%). Further analysis of orientations toward 
learning find that respondents strongly disagreed or 
disagreed that Generation Y students possess better 
reading skills than previous generations (58.13%); 
demonstrate better writing skills than previous 
generations (57.31%); and demonstrate better overall 
academic preparedness than previous generations 
(53.75%). 
 
Or ientation Toward Teaching 
 
Table 3 shows teacher perceptions of their personal 
orientation toward teaching. Findings indicate that 
teachers surveyed strongly agreed or agreed that they 
use software to teach (96.26%); allow for individual 
differences (93.16%); assign more technology-based 
projects (85.01%); change teaching techniques to adapt 
to Generation Y (83.85%); integrate more academics 
into courses (79.5%); demand more from students 
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(65.84%); allow technology to dominate teaching 
(59%); permit more self-directed, experiential learning 
(55.9%); assign more group projects (47.51%); 
experience more discipline problems (45.35%); and 
encourage students to communicate with them via e-
mail (42.85%). Respondents strongly disagreed or 
disagreed that they expect less from students (78.27%); 
accept less from students (67.7%); utilize a personal 
teacher’s web site that is accessible to students 
(47.21%); utilize online testing (45.63%); and 
encourage students to communicate with peers via e-
mail on class projects (44.72%). 
 

Conclusions and Recommendation 
 
Based on the findings of this study, the following 
conclusions were drawn: 
 
1. Generation Y is vocal, optimistic, social, 

dependable, and works well with others. However, 
deficiencies in a strong work ethic, ethical 
standards, professional appearance, initiative, and 
punctuality have significant implications for 
teachers, trainers, and employers. 

2. Today’s students are technologically savvy and 
have access to computers at home. They enter 
business education classes with deficiencies in 
keyboarding speed and accuracy and touch 
keyboard techniques and need training in database 
software, spreadsheet software, web design 
software, and ethics associated with technology. 

3. Generation Y is comfortable using technology to 
communicate. Generation Y students are deficient 
in public speaking, writing, and proper English 
and grammar usage in written communication. 

4. “Hands-on”  learning activities are preferred by 
Generation Y. They work well collaboratively and 
independently. Their reading, writing, and math 
skills need improvement, and they are not 
demonstrating better overall academic 
preparedness than previous generations. They 
require more teacher assistance than previous 
generations. 

5. Teachers are changing teaching techniques to 
adapt to Generation Y and are incorporating more 
technology-based projects. Teachers are 
demanding more from students and disagree that 
they expect or accept less from them. 

 
Based upon the research, the following 
recommendations are presented: 
 
1. Teachers and trainers should implement more 

collaborative projects for Generation Y and 
emphasize the importance of ethics, 
professionalism, initiative, and punctuality. 

2. Teachers and trainers should capitalize on the 
technological skills of Generation Y and provide 
opportunities for keyboarding skills training. 

3. More emphasis in the classroom should be placed 
on written communication skills including proper 
use of English and grammar. 

4. Learning environments should be enhanced to 
include technology and experiential learning with 
a focus on reading, writing, and math skills. 

5. Teachers and trainers should continue to make the 
necessary adjustments to adapt teaching strategies 
to meet the needs of Generation Y and demand 
more and refuse to expect or accept less. 

6. Further study is recommended to examine the 
impact that Generation Y will have on teacher 
education programs and to review how the traits 
and characteristics of Generation Y correspond 
with business and industry standards for entry-
level employees. 

7. Professional development opportunities/in-service 
training should be provided to train teachers to 
implement pedagogical initiatives to enhance 
learning environments for Generation Y. 

8. Curriculum planners/instructional designers need 
to incorporate instructional strategies that meet the 
needs of Generation Y. 
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Table 2 
Teacher  Perceptions of Generation Y Student Character istics 
 

Strongly 
Agree (5) 

 
Agree (4) 

Indifferent or  
Neutral (3) 

 
Disagree (2) 

Strongly  
Disagree (1) 

 
Don’ t Know (0) 

 
Mean 

 
 Statement 

 
 n % n % n % n % n % n % M 

 
I. Orientation Toward Work 

             

place a high priority on punctuality 23 14.29 34 21.12 21 13.04 69 42.86 14 8.70 0 0 2.89 
demonstrate dependability 25 15.53 57 35.40 26 16.15 48 29.81 5 3.11 0 0 3.30 
produce quality work 26 16.25 52 32.50 31 19.38 45 28.13 6 3.75 0 0 3.29 
assume responsibility 26 16.15 37 22.98 21 13.04 66 40.99 11 6.83 0 0 3.01 
take initiative and are self-starters 19 11.80 40 24.84 17 10.56 73 45.34 12 7.45 0 0 2.88 
show respect for authority 26 16.15 45 27.95 24 14.91 50 31.06 16 9.94 0 0 3.09 
possess a strong work ethic 26 16.15 18 11.18 22 13.66 71 44.10 24 14.91 0 0 2.70 
hold high ethical standards 24 15.00 25 15.63 22 13.75 67 41.88 22 13.75 0 0 2.76 
demonstrate an optimistic attitude 21 13.04 66 40.99 37 22.98 34 21.12 3 1.86 0 0 3.42 
meet deadlines 23 14.38 42 26.25 31 19.38 54 33.75 10 6.25 0 0 3.09 
show cooperation and work well with others 26 16.25 81 50.63 22 13.75 27 16.88 4 2.50 0 0 3.61 
exhibit acceptable social skills 22 13.75 69 43.13 22 13.75 43 26.88 4 2.50 0 0 3.39 
demonstrate respect for rules and regulations 26 16.15 44 27.33 16 9.94 61 37.89 14 8.70 0 0 3.04 
exhibit good decision-making skills 21 13.13 39 24.38 32 20.00 60 37.50 8 5.00 0 0 3.03 
possess good judgment 22 13.66 44 27.33 33 20.50 54 33.54 8 4.97 0 0 3.11 
value appropriate professional appearance 25 15.53 25 15.53 24 14.91 62 38.51 25 15.53 0 0 2.77 
vocalize personal opinions freely 67 41.61 78 48.45 11 6.83 4 2.48 1 .62 0 0 4.28 
show respect for others 25 15.72 46 28.93 32 20.13 47 29.56 9 5.66 0 0 3.19 
demonstrate appropriate etiquette 22 13.92 30 18.99 30 18.99 60 37.97 16 10.13 0 0 2.89 

              
II. Orientation Toward Technology              

embrace technology 75 46.88 81 50.63 2 1.25 2 1.25 0 0 0 0 4.43 
demonstrate a high comfort zone with technology 61 38.13 92 57.50 4 2.50 3 1.88 0 0 0 0 4.32 
have access to computers at home 46 29.11 91 57.59 11 6.96 9 5.70 1 .63 0 0 4.09 
enter your courses with appropriate keyboarding 

skills (speed and accuracy) 
20 12.42 37 22.98 19 11.80 63 39.13 21 13.04 1 .62 2.81 

possess correct touch keyboarding techniques 23 14.38 23 14.38 22 13.75 64 40.00 27 16.88 1 .63 2.68 
demonstrate preexisting skill with word 

processing software 
22 13.66 71 44.10 23 14.29 38 23.60 6 3.73 1 .62 3.39 

demonstrate preexisting skill with database 
software 

8 4.97 9 5.59 15 9.32 78 48.45 50 31.06 1 .62 2.03 

demonstrate preexisting skill with spreadsheet 
software 

8 5.00 20 12.50 10 6.25 87 54.38 34 21.25 1 .63 2.24 

demonstrate preexisting skill with 
presentation/graphics software 

12 7.45 51 31.68 28 17.39 51 31.68 18 11.18 1 .62 2.91 

demonstrate preexisting skill with web design 
software 

3 1.86 23 14.29 25 15.53 73 45.34 34 21.12 3 1.86 2.25 

demonstrate use of productivity software tools 
(electronic calendar programs, personal 
digital assistants [PDAs], etc.) 

7 4.35 26 16.15 25 15.53 75 46.58 24 14.91 4 2.48 2.41 

exhibit effectiveness in using Internet search 
engines 

38 23.60 82 50.93 20 12.42 18 11.18 2 1.24 1 .62 3.83 

possess a high level of proficiency in using e-
mail technology 

 
53 32.92 76 47.20 21 13.04 8 4.97 1 .62 2 1.24 

 
4.03 



  

 

Strongly 
Agree (5) 

 
Agree (4) 

Indifferent or  
Neutral (3) 

 
Disagree (2) 

Strongly  
Disagree (1) 

 
Don’ t Know (0) 

 
Mean 

 
 Statement 

 
 n % n % n % n % n % n % M 

show skill in using personal computer operating 
systems (Windows) 

28 17.61 83 52.20 25 15.72 19 11.95 4 2.52 0 0 3.70 

understand ethics associated with appropriate use 
of technology 

17 10.56 30 18.63 25 15.53 65 40.37 23 14.29 1 .62 2.69 

express an interest in learning new technologies 43 27.04 90 56.60 14 8.81 10 6.29 1 .63 1 .63 4.01 
exhibit acceptable physical technique skills in 

using keyboard, monitor, and other 
technology tools (posture) 

24 15.00 47 29.38 21 13.13 50 31.25 18 11.25 0 0 3.06 

              
III. Orientation Toward Communication              

articulate well 15 9.43 53 33.33 29 18.24 57 35.85 5 3.14 0 0 3.10 
demonstrate proper English and grammar usage 

in oral communication 
18 11.32 43 27.04 23 14.47 66 41.51 9 5.66 0 0 2.97 

demonstrate a clear writing style 10 6.25 39 24.38 20 12.50 77 48.13 14 8.75 0 0 2.71 
demonstrate proper English and grammar usage 

in written communication 
16 10.00 35 21.88 27 16.88 69 43.13 13 8.13 0 0 2.83 

utilize e-mail effectively as a means of 
communication 

37 23.13 74 46.25 26 16.25 13 8.13 1 .63 9 5.63 3.66 

use speech recognition for data input 6 3.75 13 8.13 33 20.63 48 30.00 36 22.50 24 15.00 1.96 
use technology in written communication 24 15.00 97 60.63 25 15.63 11 6.88 1 .63 2 1.25 3.79 
exhibit appropriate nonverbal communication 

skills 
15 9.38 65 40.63 33 20.63 41 25.63 4 2.50 2 1.25 3.25 

read and comprehend well 17 10.63 37 23.13 28 17.50 65 40.63 13 8.13 0 0 2.88 
demonstrate effective public speaking skills 8 5.00 28 17.50 24 15.00 78 48.75 18 11.25 4 2.50 2.49 

              
IV. Orientation Toward Learning              

demonstrate age-appropriate attention span 14 8.81 82 51.57 14 8.81 41 25.79 8 5.03 0 0 3.33 
work well independently 14 8.75 70 43.75 28 17.50 41 25.63 7 4.38 0 0 3.27 
work well collaboratively 18 11.32 80 50.31 30 18.87 27 16.98 4 2.52 0 0 3.51 
prefer traditional teaching techniques, primarily 

teacher-centered learning 
9 5.63 43 26.88 31 19.38 66 41.25 11 6.88 0 0 2.83 

demonstrate skill in multi-tasking (doing many 
tasks at one time) 

12 7.59 48 30.38 21 13.29 66 41.77 10 6.33 1 .63 2.89 

prefer “hands-on”  activities 53 33.13 102 63.75 3 1.88 2 1.25 0 0 0 0 4.29 
require more assistance from teachers than 

previous generations 
40 25.00 64 40.00 22 13.75 27 16.88 0 0 7 4.38 3.60 

follow oral directions 9 5.73 53 33.76 14 8.92 73 46.50 8 5.10 0 0 2.89 
follow written directions 10 6.25 54 33.75 22 13.75 66 41.25 8 5.00 0 0 2.95 
demonstrate better math skills than previous 

generations 
8 5.00 22 13.75 37 23.13 69 43.13 11 6.88 13 8.13 2.43 

possess better reading skills than previous 
generations 

8 5.00 18 11.25 32 20.00 77 48.13 16 10.00 9 5.63 2.36 

demonstrate better writing skills than previous 
generations 

10 6.25 15 9.38 36 22.50 75 46.88 17 10.63 7 4.38 2.41 

demonstrate better overall academic 
preparedness than previous generations 

9 5.63 22 13.75 37 23.13 70 43.75 16 10.00 6 3.75 2.50 

value learning 14 8.75 33 20.63 33 20.63 64 40.00 16 10.00 0 0 2.78 
Note. Omitted responses are not included in computations of frequency percentages and means. 



  

 

Table 3 
Teacher  Perceptions of Their  Or ientation Toward Teaching 
 

 
 Statement 

Strongly 
Agree (5) 

 
Agree (4) 

Indifferent or  
Neutral (3) 

 
Disagree (2) 

Strongly  
Disagree (1) 

 
Don’ t Know (0) 

 
Mean 

 
 

n % n % n % n % n % n % M 

V. Orientation Toward Teaching              
              

allow technology to dominate my teaching 29 18.01 66 40.99 23 14.29 42 26.09 1 .62 0 0 3.50 
change my teaching techniques to adapt to 

Generation Y 
22 13.66 113 70.19 16 9.94 10 6.21 0 0 0 0 3.91 

utilize online testing 8 5.00 40 25.00 38 23.75 61 38.13 12 7.50 1 .63 2.80 
assign more technology-based projects 39 24.38 97 60.63 16 10.00 8 5.00 0 0 0 0 4.04 
utilize a personal teacher’s web site that is 

accessible to students 
19 11.80 34 21.12 32 19.88 61 37.89 15 9.32 0 0 2.88 

expect less from students 3 1.86 19 11.80 11 6.83 85 52.80 41 25.47 2 1.24 2.08 
demand more from students 32 19.88 74 45.96 27 16.77 26 16.15 2 1.24 0 0 3.67 
accept less from students 2 1.24 32 19.88 17 10.56 84 52.17 25 15.53 1 .62 2.37 
experience more discipline problems 23 14.29 50 31.06 29 18.01 42 26.09 17 10.56 0 0 3.12 
assign more group projects 11 6.88 65 40.63 37 23.13 42 26.25 5 3.13 0 0 3.22 
permit more self-directed, experiential learning 15 9.32 75 46.58 43 26.71 22 13.66 6 3.73 0 0 3.44 
integrate more academics into courses 26 16.15 102 63.35 28 17.39 4 2.48 1 .62 0 0 3.92 
allow for individual differences 31 19.25 119 73.91 9 5.59 1 .62 0 0 1 .62 4.10 
use software to teach 67 41.88 87 54.38 5 3.13 1 .63 0 0 0 0 4.38 
encourage students to communicate with me via 

e-mail 
21 13.04 48 29.81 27 16.77 50 31.06 15 9.32 0 0 3.06 

encourage students to communicate with peers 
via e-mail on class projects 

16 9.94 35 21.74 36 22.36 50 31.06 22 13.66 2 1.24 2.80 

Note. Omitted responses are not included in computations of frequency percentages and means. 
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Cognitive Learning Style: Implications for  Deliver ing Instruction 
 

Barbara F. Ash, Suffolk University, Boston 
 

 
Abstract 

 
The characteristics of field-dependent/independent learners and instructors and the matching/mismatching of 
instructor/learner cognitive styles have been a subject of interest to researchers, instructional designers, and teachers 
for many years. This study examines the field-dependent/independent cognitive style literature and the relationship 
of learner characteristics to selected methods and techniques. A review of the recent literature has revealed a scarcity 
of studies on this subject. Finding the prescription to satisfy the needs of all learners is a challenge. Matching the 
characteristics of field-dependent/independent learners with preferences for methods and techniques is one solution 
to this complex problem. 
 
Key Words:  Cognitive Learning Style, Instructional Delivery 
 
 

Introduction 
 
Why do some students appear to “march to the tune of 
a different drummer”? Classroom educators and 
corporate trainers are often perplexed when the 
learning outcome is not the one anticipated. We 
observe that some learners appear to enjoy working 
independently. They may derive satisfaction from self-
directed research projects and e-learning activities. 
Other students desire a different approach, with a 
preference for step-by-step, instructor-led instruction. 
These individuals often seek positive feedback and 
require ongoing supervision.  
 
As Sadler-Smith and Smith (2004) noted, “The study 
of individual differences in styles and strategies has 
long been an important aspect of both educational 
psychology and instructional psychology, and has had 
a concomitant impact in the fields of education and 
human resource development”  (p. 408). Researchers 
have grappled for decades with trying to understand 
how people learn. Yet it has become increasingly 
evident that no one specific method, technique, device, 
or delivery mode satisfies the requirements of all 
learners. We do know that some combination of group 
and individual instruction will fit the needs of most 
learners. Finding the ideal prescription is the real 
challenge. 
 
“The instructor must be cognizant of the implications 
of individual learning styles and integrate appropriate 
responses into the teaching or instructional design and 
environment”  (Simms & Simms, 1995, p. 21). For 
more than a decade, trainers and educators have 
explored the various components of instructional 
design. The “development phase”  contained in the 
renowned ADDIE Model (Kruse, 2005) underscores 

the importance of selecting methods and techniques 
compatible with the objectives, subject matter, and 
other components of the instructional design system. 
“ Ideally, the selection of the instructional strategy 
should be a part of professional training design”  (Bell, 
1977). 
 
The optimal match of instruction to each student’s 
individual needs has been the subject of extensive 
research. More recent studies have focused on topics 
relating to the learner and technology, such as 
computer-assisted instruction and web-based training. 
One should never attempt to reinvent the wheel or even 
reinvent the spokes of the wheel. Nonetheless, taking a 
fresh look at the relationship of learning style and 
instruction may result in a wiser selection of 
instructional strategies and a better result for our 
students. 
 

Cognitive Styles Revisited 
 
Numerous learning style dimensions have been 
identified by researchers (Wooldridge, 1995). These 
include (a) field dependence versus field independence, 
(b) perceptual modality preferences, (c) productivity 
environmental preference survey, (d) conceptual 
tempo, (e) leveling versus sharpening, (f) conceptual 
level, (g) locus of control, (h) achievement motivation, 
(i) social motivation, and (j) masculine-feminine 
behavior. Earlier research by Kogan (1971) included 
Messick’s nine cognitive styles: (a) field independence 
versus field dependence, (b) scanning, (c) breadth of 
categorizing, (d) conceptualizing styles, (e) cognitive 
complexity versus simplicity, (f) reflectiveness versus 
impulsivity, (g) leveling versus sharpening, (h) 
constricted versus flexible control, and (i) tolerance for 
incongruous or unrealistic experiences. The field-



Journal of Business and Training Education Vol. 14, 2005 

 31 

dependence versus field-independence learning style is 
the most widely researched of all of the learning styles 
dimensions (Kogan, 1971; Wooldridge, 1995). 
 

Field-Dependent and  
Field-Independent Cognitive Styles 

  
The early studies of the field-dependent, field-
independent cognitive style dimension evolved from 
various laboratory experiments. Studies were 
conducted in the late 1940s and early 1950s to 
ascertain how people locate the upright in space. Three 
tests, the Rod-and-Frame Test, the Body-Adjustment 
Test, and the Embedded Figures Test, were used to 
measure an individual’s perceptual differences (Witkin, 
Moore, Goodenough, & Cox, 1977). Both the Rod-and-
Frame Test and the Body-Adjustment Test are 
conducted in laboratory environments using either a 
rod and frame or the individual subject’s body as the 
object of perception. The Embedded Figures Test is a 

printed, individually administered test composed of 
colored Gottschaldt-type figures. The test comprises 
twenty-four (two sets of twelve) complex figures and 
eight simple figures (Witkin, Oltman, Raskin, & Karp, 
1971). The Embedded Figures Test requires the subject 
to separate the item from the field without the 
orientation of the upright or the body position. Subjects 
who are able to locate a simple geometric figure within 
a complex design are identified as field-independent. 
Individuals who are not able to identify readily the 
figure within the complex configuration are considered 
to be field-dependent (Witkin et al., 1977). 
 
Later, the Group Embedded Figures Test was 
developed as an adaptation of the Embedded Figures 
Test to satisfy the need for administration to large 
groups (Witkin et al., 1977). This test is modeled 
closely upon the Embedded Figures Test in format and 
mode of presentation. The subject is presented with a 
simple geometric design, as illustrated in Figure 1.  

 
 

 

Figure 1. Sample of simple and complex figures similar to those used in the Embedded Figures Test.  
Note. From “ Field-dependent and field-independent cognitive styles and their educational implications,”  by 
H. A. Witkin, C. A. Moore, D. R. Goodenough, & P. W. Cox, 1977, Review of Educational Research, 
47(1), p. 5. Copyright 1977 by American Educational Research Association. Reprinted with permission. 
 
 
 

Individuals differ in their ability to locate the simple 
figure within the complex design. The individual who 
is highly field dependent will need assistance in 
locating the simple figure; the field-independent 
individual will readily locate the embedded figure. 

 
The stylistic tendencies observed in the tests of 
perception were designated “cognitive styles”  after it 
was found that they extended to the intellectual 
domain. The contrasting ways of approaching a field 
were designated as global versus analytical dimensions 
of cognitive functioning (Witkin et al., 1977). 

Instructor  and Learner  Character istics and 
Cognitive Style 

 
Understanding the cognitive style of the instructor as 
well as of the learner may be helpful not only in the 
design of instruction and the selection of delivery 
methods and techniques but also in the achievement of 
the desired educational outcome. Heretofore, most 
research focused on the cognitive style of the learner. 
Few studies relate the cognitive style of the instructor, 
his or her selection of delivery methods and techniques, 
and the potential for positive or negative impact on the 
student and the learning outcome. More than any other 
factor, it is more often the instructor’s cognitive style 
that influences the learning environment. “What goes 
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on in most classrooms depends on the cognitive style 
of teachers, not students”  (Kulchinskas, 1979, p. 269).  
 
Field-Dependent Instructors 
 
The literature on field-dependent and field-independent 
cognitive styles indicates that individuals who enter the 
teaching profession are most likely to be field-
dependent individuals (Witkin, 1973). Elementary 
school teachers, in particular, are far more likely to be 
field dependent. Field-independent teachers are 
inclined to prefer more formal approaches to 
instruction. The field-dependent instructor tends to be 
more student centered and engage in more interaction 
with learners. The setting of a group standard is 
believed by the field-dependent instructor to be a 
useful instructional practice (Witkin et al., 1977). 
Personal warmth, friendliness, supportiveness, and 
caring are often attributes ascribed to the field-
dependent teacher. Thus, field-dependent instructors 
may be less likely to select methods of instruction that 
would separate them from their learners. “Relatively 
field-dependent teachers have been found to prefer a 
discussion or discovery method of teaching, rather than 
a lecturing method, which is preferred by relatively 
field-independent teachers”  (Witkin, 1973, p. 27). The 
field-dependent teacher is more often perceived as 
teaching facts and tends to use questioning techniques 
to check on the effectiveness of instruction. 
 
Field-Independent Instructors 
 
The styles and roles of field-independent instructors 
differ from those of their field-dependent colleagues. 
Field-independent instructors tend to encourage 
learners to apply principles. For the field-independent 
instructor, questions frequently serve as a tool to 
introduce topics and to follow student answers. These 
instructors believe informing students of an incorrect 
response to a question is an effective teaching 
technique. Field-independent instructors are generally 
more concerned with the cognitive aspects of learning; 
therefore, they may be perceived as being more 
impersonal. Field-independent instructors prefer the 
lecture method. They also consider negative evaluation 
to be an effective teaching technique (Witkin et al., 
1977).  
 
Field-Dependent and Field-Independent Learners 
 
Characteristics of field-dependent and field-
independent learners have been identified by several 
researchers, most notably Witkin et al. (1977) and 
Cross (1979). These characteristics have been codified 
in Table 1 and Table 2. 
 

Match/M ismatch of Instructor   
and Learner  Styles 
 
The relationship of various methods, techniques, and 
devices to learning styles is complex. The instructor’s 
learning style will most likely influence the way he or 
she teaches, as well as the manner in which the student 
learns. The match or mismatch of teacher and student 
cognitive styles may very well impact the learning 
outcome as well as the compatibility of teacher and 
student.  
 
Numerous studies have provided empirical evidence 
suggesting that matching instructional strategies with 
learner cognitive style improves learner performance 
and, in some situations, is more effective than 
mismatched conditions (Ford & Chen, 2001; Riding & 
Douglas, 1993). Renniger and Snyder’s (1983) 
examination of the effect of matched or mismatched 
cognitive styles on perceived satisfaction and 
performance among students and teachers revealed a 
favoring of matched styles. A pilot study assessing 
community college students conducted by Rochford 
(2003) suggested the need for instructor training in the 
use of learning styles so that lessons may be developed 
to accommodate student learning style preferences.  
 
The vocational choice and occupation of field-
independent educators is more often found in the 
mathematics and science fields; field-dependent 
educators more often gravitate to the social sciences. 
(Witkin et al., 1977). Thus, at the collegiate level, 
where students are enrolled in required core courses, 
the chances of a mismatch between teacher and learner 
cognitive style may be greater. The literature suggests 
that students will perform better in those disciplines in 
which their cognitive style complements that of the 
instructor. In subjects such as mathematics and science, 
field-dependent individuals will perform better than 
expected if alternative methods and techniques in tune 
with their cognitive style are used (Witkin, 1973). 
 
Matching Cognitive Style to Instructional Methods 

and Techniques 
 
What appropriate methods and techniques will affect or 
influence learning style? The terms method, technique, 
and device are frequently used interchangeably both in 
the literature and in practice. Bergevin, Morris, and 
Smith (1963) and Verner and Booth (1964) clarified 
this terminology. A glossary of methods and 
techniques is found in the appendix.  
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Method 
 
The method identifies the relationship of an institution 
with a group of learners for systematically diffusing 
knowledge. A method is the way learners are organized 
in order to conduct an educational activity. Individual 
methods include but are not limited to directed study, 
internships, apprenticeships, or e-learning. Group 
methods include classes, workshops, forums, and 
institutes. 
 
Technique 
  
Techniques identify the way in which the instructor 
establishes a relationship between the learner and the 
task to be learned. Techniques are further classified in 
terms of the usefulness of the technique to the learning 
task. These include (a) information acquisition 
techniques, such as lecture, speech, dialogue, or panel; 
(b) knowledge application techniques, such as role 
playing, drill, or practice; and (c) application-type 
techniques, such as case study, buzz group, or group 
discussion.  
 
Device  
 
Devices cannot instruct; instead they enhance the 
effectiveness of a given method or technique, such as 
videos, CDs/DVDs, pictures, slides, and audio 
cassettes.  
 
A variety of studies have identified characteristics of 
students relating to the choice of preferred instructional 
strategies (Cross, 1976; Witkin, 1973; Witkin et al., 
1977). “Unless we utilize effective criteria for selecting 
a particular instructional strategy, we risk transforming 
an insightful curriculum into an ineffective, impractical 
exercise”  (Bell, 1977). 
 
Hagenberger (2003) found job aids to be effective in 
improving performance for tasks involving concept 
learning. Job aids also functioned differentially in 
facilitating information processing, thus diminishing 
differences in field dependent and field-independent 
learners. Liu and Reed (1994) investigated different 
learning strategies by field-dependent and field-
independent learners in a hypermedia-assisted language 
learning setting. The different learning style groups in 
this study selected different tools and aids to 
accomplish their learning tasks, confirming that 
learning styles do have an impact on the way learners 
learn. Kahtz and Kling (1999) concluded from 
interviews that there was no benefit to a CAI 
drill/tutorial program. In this study, field-dependent 
students preferred a discussion format in the laboratory 
and lecture; the field-independent students preferred 

the traditional laboratory and lecture. A review of the 
work on technology and learning styles by Grasha and 
Yangarber-Hicks (2000) suggested that independent, 
abstract thinkers have a preference for and benefit from 
technology courses. 
 
The matching of methods and techniques to student 
cognitive style may not be a panacea, but it may be 
useful to the instructor in both the design and delivery 
of instruction. A variety of studies have, in fact, found 
that characteristics of students do relate to the choice of 
preferred instructional strategies (Cross, 1976; Even, 
1982; Witkin, 1973; Witkin et al., 1977).  
 
Table 1 outlines the characteristics of field-dependent 
students and the methods and techniques that match 
this cognitive style.  
 
Table 2 lists the characteristics of field-independent 
students and selected methods and techniques deemed 
most appropriate for these learners. 

 
Summary 

 
According to the 2004 State of the Industry Report by 
the American Society for Training and Development, 
instructor-led classroom training is still the 
predominant way of teaching adults in the workplace. 
Many instructors teach the way they were taught as 
children—that is, by lecturing to learners from the front 
of the classroom. The way in which trainers teach is 
often not the best way for adults to learn. “But research 
shows that adults, in general, don’ t respond well to 
talking heads”  (Caudron, 2000, p. 54). 
 
What can instructors and trainers do to put some of the 
learning style theory into practice? First, test and learn 
more about your own cognitive style. The manner in 
which instruction is delivered, what happens in your 
classroom, and the choice of methods and techniques 
will most likely reflect your own cognitive style. Try to 
be flexible to ensure that your own style is not biasing 
the way you deliver your instruction. Using a 
“cafeteria”  approach to the selection of methods and 
techniques may be the most effective and safest 
approach. 
 
The literature has concluded that cognitive styles do 
affect teacher behavior. “ In general, people will 
probably be happier and more productive if they are 
studying or teaching via a method compatible with 
their style. . . .The type of match or mismatch should 
be flexibly determined, depending on the 
circumstances and goals of a particular learning 
situation”  (Cross, 1979, p. 130). Consider how this 
may impact the way you relate to or interact with your



Journal of Business and Training Education Vol. 14, 2005 

 34 

Table 1 
Field-Dependent Learner  Character istics and Prefer red Instructional Methods 
 
Learner  character istics and traits Prefer red methods and techniques 
 
Experiences surroundings in a “global”  fashion, passively adhering to the 

influence of the prevailing field or context. 
Tends to see the whole rather than the parts of a situation. 
Learns best when material is presented in organized form. 
Is extrinsically motivated. 
Needs to impose structure on stimulus material that lacks structure. 
Has an interest in what people say and do and is tuned in to social cues. 

Social sensitivity is well developed. 
Likes people and is drawn to them in the way they use interpersonal space; 

seeks personal warmth.  
Better at learning material with social content. 
Selects careers and vocations in which interpersonal relations are    

emphasized. 
Is poor at analytical problem solving. 
Favors a “spectator approach”  to concept attainment. 
Seeks personal warmth and supportive behavior. 
Is more affected by instructor criticism. 

 
Audience Reaction Team 
Brainstorming 
Buzz Session/Buzz Group 
Debate 
Dialogue 
Discussion (Small Group) 
Drill/Practice 
Fishbowl 
Forum 
Interview 
Listening to and Observation of Groups 
Note Taking/Outlining 
Panel 
Role Playing 
Simulation 
Skit 
Speech 
Storytelling 
Student Tutorial/Peer Training 
Survey/Questionnaire 
Symposium 
Video/Film 

 
 
 
Table 2  
Field-Independent Learner  Character istics and Prefer red Instructional Methods 
 
Learner  character istics and traits Prefer red methods and techniques 
 
May seek solitary work environments and prefer working alone rather than 

in groups.  
Perceives analytically; good at analytical problem solving. 
Is intrinsically motivated; goals tend to be self-defined. 
Likes abstract and theoretical subject matter. 
Is more aware of own needs and feelings, which provide an internal frame 

of reference. 
Is uncomfortable with small group tasks. 
Has impersonal orientation to the world. 
Is able to organize material and structure ideas quickly. 
Is able to solve problems that require taking a critical element out of 

context in order to arrive at a solution. 
Can accept instructor criticism more readily. 
Has tendency to exhibit more nonverbal behaviors. 

 
Annotated Bibliography 
Case Study/Case Method 
Community Resources 
Contracting 
Critical Incident 
Demonstration 
Discovery/Inquiry 
Essay 
Exhibit 
Experiment 
Field Study 
Futuristic Forecasting 
In-Basket Exercise 
Laboratory 
Learning Packets/Study Guides 
Lecture/Talk/Presentation 
Problem Solving 
Programmed Learning 
Project 
Questionnaire/Survey 
Reaction Team 
Simulation (Computer) 
Socratic Learning 
Student Research 
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students. Thus, the methods and techniques you 
prefer for delivery of instruction may not be the 
most appropriate selection for many of your 
learners. If you are a field-independent trainer, 
provide the structure and group activities preferred 
by your field-dependent students. Conversely, if 
you are a field-dependent instructor, make 
accommodation for the field-independent student 
who needs the freedom to engage in self-directed 
activities. If you have the time and resources, test 
the cognitive style of your students. An 
understanding of their learning preferences may 
stimulate the students’  interest in learning and 
enable them to adopt more effective learning 
strategies. If you teach a long-term class, allow 
time for this early in the development of your 
course. If you are conducting a short or one-time 
training program, time constraints may not make 
this feasible.  
A review of literature has revealed a scarcity of 
recent research on the subject of field-dependent 
and field-independent cognitive learning style as it 
relates to the selection of methods, techniques, and 
devices. More research needs to be conducted on 
the factors that contribute to the effectiveness of 
alternative training methods and the impact of 
teacher- and instructor-mismatched learning styles. 
Earlier research on the subject needs to be further 
analyzed, tested, and reviewed. As Riding and 
Sadler-Smith (1992) noted, “The identification of 
cognitive styles is of immediate relevance to 
teachers and trainers since it can be used to (a) 
predict learning difficulties, (b) inform the 
discussion of the learning process amongst 
professionals, (c) enlighten interpretations of 
learner evaluations of instructional programmes, 
(d) make possible the design of instructional 
treatments which may be congruent with an 
individual’s habitual modes of thinking, and (e) 
improve the effectiveness and efficiency of 
instruction”  ( p. 9). 
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Appendix 
 

Glossary of Selected Training Methods,  
Techniques, and Devices 

 
Annotated Bibliography: An annotated reading list, 

usually on a particular subject, in which each item 
is briefly described.  

Audience (Student) Reaction Team: A useful sub-
technique when the subject matter may be difficult 
to comprehend. Three to five learners from a class 
interrupt the speaker, or resource person, at 
appropriate times to seek clarification of obscure 
points. 

Brainstorming (Idea Inventory): A freewheeling 
technique used to generate a volume of creative, 
spontaneous ideas or solutions on a topic of 
interest. There is no judgment or evaluation of the 
suggestions. At the session conclusion, trainees 
assist in evaluating the solutions.  

Buzz Session or Buzz Group: Division of the class into 
several small groups meeting simultaneously to 
discuss a topic, react to a subject, perform an 
assigned task, or generate questions. Used to 
quickly share the ideas of a large class.  

Case Study/Case Method: Active participation by the 
trainee in problem situations that may be 
hypothetical or real. The learner receives a written 
account of a situation containing pertinent data, 
analyzes the data, evaluates the nature of the 
problem, decides on applicable principles, and 
recommends a course of action.  

Community Resources: People, places, and things found 
in the community that may be utilized to foster 
learning. The resource may be brought in–house, or 
the trainees may go to the site to carry out a 
planned activity. (See Field Trip and Interview.)  

Contracting: A self-controlled, independent learning 
activity. The learner and instructor confer, outline 
objectives, and determine what will be 
accomplished during a specific time span. Both 
instructor and trainee sign a written agreement 
(contract). 

Critical Incident: A variation of the case study. Learners 
are given incomplete data. Analyzing the case and 
asking the right questions provide the trainees with 
the additional information necessary to resolve the 
problem. 

Debate: The presentation and argument of two opposing 
ideas in an allotted amount of time. Teams of 
learners defend opposite sides of an issue in an 
attempt to convince the class that their idea should 
be adopted in preference to all others.  

Demonstration: A live or pre-recorded performance by 
an expert that is observed by the learner, who then 
practices the skill. Provision is made for questions 
and feedback.  

Dialogue: Conversation or discussion held by two 
resource people or learners of an issue, assigned 
topic, or opinion while learners observe.  

Discovery/Inquiry: An instructional strategy that 
develops skills for self-directed learning and 
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enables learners to uncover answers themselves. 
The learner is faced with a problem to be solved 
and must draw inferences from raw data by logical 
inductive or deductive thinking. 

Discussion: A verbal exchange of ideas on a problem or 
subject of common interest to the class. The 
discussion can be moderated by the trainer or led 
by the learner.  

Drill/Practice: Meaningful, varied, repetitive practice to 
reinforce previous learning that is intended to bring 
about accuracy and speed of performance and attain 
an acceptable level of competence.  

Essay: An interpretive or analytical composition 
ordinarily dealing with its subject from a personal 
point of view. 

Exhibit: A collection of related materials providing 
concrete illustrations that is displayed by the 
instructor, learner, or team. 

Experiment: A method unique to the sciences and 
normally carried out under controlled laboratory 
conditions in order to discover an unknown effect. 

Field Trip: Observation by learners of activities or 
situations in the environment where the task is 
actually performed. 

Fishbowl: A modification of discussion technique. 
Learners are arranged in an inner “ fishbowl”  circle 
to discuss an issue. An outer ring of observers 
listens, prepares notes, and provides observation 
and feedback. 

Forum: A type of open discussion with a group, 
instructors, or resource persons that is directed by a 
moderator. Following the presentation, learners 
engage in open discussion, ask questions, and pose 
solutions to problems. 

Futuristic Forecasting: A process of directed 
daydreaming and projecting into the future in an 
attempt to forecast noteworthy events. 

In-Basket Exercise: A variation of the simulation in 
which learners are provided with directives or 
problems requiring decisions and the prioritizing of 
action within a given time frame. The “ in-basket”  
provides practice exercises simulating tasks similar 
to those that will be faced in the work environment. 

Interview: A short or long presentation in which an 
interviewer explores various topics by means of 
questioning an expert or resource person. 

Laboratory: Practical application of theory through 
observation, experimentation, and research 
conducted by the learner under instructor 
supervision. 

Learning Packets (Study Guides): Structured, self-
contained learning guides that include directions, 
objectives, a series of sequential learning activities, 
self-tests, and learning resources. Generally used 
for individualized instruction. 

Lecture/Talk/Presentation: A traditional, autocratic, oral 
presentation of background material, concepts, 
facts, explanations, or events that is often used to 
introduce new topics.  

Listening and Observing Groups: Assignment of two or 
more groups of learners in a class to focus on 
different aspects of a speaker-conducted session. 

Each group is assigned specific listening or 
observing tasks, such as taking notes, preparing 
questions, and summarizing for subsequent 
reporting. 

Note Taking/Outlining: A helpful technique for the 
explanation of complicated procedures or project 
exercises and guidelines. Variations include (a) 
freeform note taking, which enables learners to 
record what they are hearing; (b) the topical 
outline, which provides learners with an outline of 
key words and blank fill-in space for details; and 
(c) the two-dimensional matrix outline, useful for 
comparing and contrasting information.  

Panel: A small group of learners or speakers with 
expertise on a subject who discuss and present their 
views to the class while learners observe. Generally 
the instructor or a moderator conducts the panel. 

Problem Solving: An approach to actively involve the 
learner and aid in subject comprehension based 
upon the scientific method of inquiry. General 
problem-solving steps include the following: (a) 
problem definition; (b) hypotheses formulation; (c) 
collecting, evaluating, and interpreting data; (d) 
arriving at conclusions; and (e) testing conclusions. 

Programmed Learning: Individualized instruction 
whereby the learner is programmed through a series 
of small, sequenced frames (lessons). Test 
questions, providing immediate feedback, are 
embedded in the instructional sequence.  

Project: The independent gathering of material on a 
topic and completion of an assignment by a learner 
or group of learners with instructor assistance as 
needed. 

Questionnaire: A survey instrument useful for obtaining 
information from learners relating to their 
knowledge of a topic (needs assessment) or in 
conducting formal research.  

Reaction Team: A small team of learners (four or five) 
who are selected to provide questions, comments, 
and clarification regarding a speaker’s presentation. 

Role Playing: Performance by several selected learners 
of an unrehearsed, unscripted dramatization of a 
circumstance or condition. A useful technique for 
illustrating and diagnosing interpersonal problems 
and for gaining insight into behavior and attitudes. 

Simulation/Computer Simulation: An elaborate type of 
role-playing and socio-drama in the form of a game 
or activity that simulates a reality-type situation or 
task.  

Skit: A carefully rehearsed, short, dramatic presentation 
that provides an illustration of materials for 
discussion and further analysis. 

Socratic Learning: Derived from the questioning 
approach of Socrates, a technique for covering 
course content by asking and generating questions 
that enable students to draw conclusions and learn 
about a subject.  

Speech: A formal presentation by a resource person that 
is useful for inspiring learning, presenting 
controversial subjects, and fostering a desire for 
further learning. 
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Story/Storytelling: A true or fictitious narrative to 
inform and entertain learners. The technique is 
useful to introduce a program, teach a particular 
topic, direct behavior, or provide a frame of 
reference. 

Student Research: An instructional procedure whereby 
the student conducts research in a laboratory or 
non-laboratory situation by gathering and 
organizing information, analyzing data, arriving at 
conclusions, and making comparisons with the 
findings of other researchers.  

Student Tutorial/Peer Training: A technique whereby 
students first learn the subject matter from the 
instructor and later serve as tutors to teach small 
groups of peer learners.  

Survey: See Questionnaire. 
Symposium: Brief, related speeches by qualified 

authorities on different but related aspects of a 
topic. Presentations are made under the direction of 
a moderator, who summarizes and directs questions 
from the learners. 

Video/Film: A device that may be used to supplement 
other methods and techniques. The video/film 
should be previewed by the instructor to ensure it 
will meet the learning objective and be integrated at 
the appropriate place in the learning segment. 
Learners should be instructed on what to observe, 
and a follow-up review session provided after the 
video has been viewed. 
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A Contextual Approach to Teaching the Methods behind Training:  
Using Technology in Business Communication Classes 
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Abstract 
 
One of the best methods for assisting students in understanding difficult concepts is the use of contextual teaching.  
Since training involves connecting knowledge, skills, and abilities individuals possess to the knowledge, skills, and 
abilities they need to know, developing a contextual learning situation is the best format for teaching the methods 
behind training.  The project discussed in this article is one method for incorporating a contextual learning 
environment in an introductory training class. 
 
Key Words:  Contextual Teaching, Training 
 

Introduction 
 
Teaching students the principles of training is fraught 
with difficulty.  Identifying needs, establishing goals, 
writing objectives, planning for training, delivering 
training, and evaluating training are all concepts that 
are murky at best, even before adding the stresses of 
adult learning principles and how to manage the adult 
learner.  Without a contextual framework, students 
have difficulty relating these concepts to practical 
application. 
 
Students enrolled in an introductory training class are 
certainly exposed to numerous terms and theories.  
However, a contextual approach to teaching the 
methods behind training is needed.  A good way to 
introduce students in the introductory training class to 
the steps involved in designing, delivering, and 
evaluating training is to use a real world experience.  
How can instructors devise a contextual learning 
scenario that would help students understand training 
concepts while simultaneously maintaining the 
integrity of the course theory?  Perhaps the answer lies 
in a different course with a different audience of 
students. 
 
Instructors need to assist students by having them work 
from the needs assessment process through delivery of 
the training and evaluation of the training.  One way in 
which this can occur is by focusing on the needs within 
the organization—in this case, the university or 
college.  Students need to identify the plans, problems, 
and/or issues of the organization and the learning 
requirements they will necessitate.  
 

Since the real starting point of needs 
assessment is the learner, beginning with 
learners in their jobs and building from there 
systematically provides a way to look at the 

entire organization’s learning needs or any 
segment of it since learners and jobs can be 
clustered into job families or departments or 
even the total organization”  (O’Conner, 
Bronner, Delaney, 2002, p. 50).   

 
Review of L iterature 

 
One of the best methods for assisting students in 
understanding difficult concepts is the use of 
contextual teaching.  Students understand material 
better when they can connect their experience and 
education (Reilly and Karlstad, 2004).  In addition, 
research has shown that “ important workplace skills 
often are best learned in the workplace or in ‘applied, 
contextual settings which mirror workplace 
environments’ ”  (“Study:  High schools,”  p. 9).  While 
contextual learning is not a new phenomenon, previous 
literature concerning the topic has created a negative 
aura around the concept.  The main thrust of the 
research focused on the use of contextual instruction in 
the career and technical arena.  In addition, any 
contextual instructional methods employed in 
traditional academic classrooms were met with 
negative comments, as the belief was that “ it has 
historically been in low-expectation courses with 
peripheral references to career and technical 
applications—that is, courses for the low-achieving 
and/or low-ability students”  (Bond, 2004, para. 1).   
 
The main premise behind contextual learning is that of 
filling the “gap between what students know and what 
they need to know to compete in a world economy and 
successfully to fulfill basic adult life roles”  (Bond, 
2004, para. 15).  Contextual learning, then, is the 
integration of “academic subjects . . . with applications 
in the workforce”  (Bond, 2004, para. 16).   
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“Contextual teaching facilitates learning by using five 
strategies collectively called REACT:  Relating, 
Experiencing, Applying, Cooperating, and 
Transferring”  (Hull, 2003, p. 8).  Each of these 
strategies is focused on learning.  While traditionally 
students have experienced learning in isolation—no 
connection was made between learning and everyday 
activities, including work—contextual teaching and 
learning “motivates students to make connections 
between knowledge and applications to their lives as 
family members, citizens, and workers”  (Stone, 2003, 
p. 4).   
 
This article introduces a method to incorporate 
contextual learning into the introductory training 
course by assessing the needs of the organization (in 
this case, the college)—beginning with the learners in 
their jobs (in this case, the students in their courses 
within the college) and building on that information.  
 

Using the Business Communication Course as a 
Training Ground 

 
The training course can incorporate contextual learning 
into the classroom environment if a situation presents 
itself.  However, trying to identify businesses that are 
willing to allow students’  access to their employees is 
difficult, if not impossible.  While instructors might be 
able to schedule tours of training departments and/or 
invite training professionals to serve as guest lecturers 
in the classroom, students who require a hands-on 
approach to learning will not benefit much from those 
activities.  So, what can an instructor do to assist 
students with learning the concepts associated with 
training?  Perhaps an exploration of the course 
offerings where students have technology usage 
problems could be the appropriate starting point.   
 
Many colleges and universities have designated Master 
Classrooms that contain teaching stations.  These 
teaching stations most often house a computer, a 
DVD/VCR, a document camera, and controls for a 
ceiling-mounted projection unit, screen, and speaker 
system.  While some teaching stations operate via 
remote control, others have a program that resides on 
the computer that can be operated via commands 
executed by keyboard or mouse.  Even further, some 
Master Classrooms offer remote access to technology 
via a separate touch panel that also lowers or raises the 
video screen and adjusts the volume for videotapes, 
CDs, or DVDs, while also adjusting room lighting for 
more optimum viewing.   

 
So, with the touch of a button or by flipping a sequence 
of switches, the screen will lower, the computer 
monitor image will project onto the screen via the 

projection unit, and with the use of a toggle button, that 
image may alternate between a video clip, a page from 
a text, and the PowerPoint slides from the computer.  
Seems easy enough, right? 
 
While the process of operating Master Classroom 
equipment appears simple, students with no or limited 
exposure to the teaching stations find it difficult to 
grasp the techniques needed to effectively use these 
tools.  As limited courses require students to regularly 
use the teaching stations, even those with minimal 
experience are unable to remember the progression of 
switches or buttons to flip or push to get the computer 
to show PowerPoint slides to accompany oral 
presentations. 
 
With the increase in the use of technology in the 
classrooms, student presentations in many Business 
Communication courses now encompass both the oral 
presentation itself and the accompanying multimedia or 
visuals.  The problem with requiring students to utilize 
technology as an assistive device in their oral 
presentations is students’  inability to use teaching 
stations in Master Classrooms.  Since most AACSB-
accredited colleges of business include a Business 
Communication course in the required core for 
business majors, students in that course need to be able 
to successfully operate teaching stations in Master 
Classrooms. 
 
Therefore, the perfect opportunity exists for instructors 
to incorporate a contextual learning environment in the 
introductory training class.  Students in the course can 
assess training needs, design a training program, 
deliver the training, and evaluate its outcome—all by 
using the Business Communication student population 
in conjunction with the teaching stations in the Master 
Classrooms.   
 
The following explanation discusses the processes used 
in the contextual teaching/learning project titled 
“Presentations in Business Communication:  Using the 
Teaching Station.”   This project involved students in 
one section of an introductory Training and 
Development class and eight sections of a Business 
Communication course at a mid-Atlantic university.  
The instructor of record for the training course was also 
an instructor of record for three sections of Business 
Communication during the spring semester.  Moreover, 
both courses were housed in the instructor’s 
department, and students in the training course had 
access to other faculty who taught the remaining 
sections of Business Communication so as to obtain 
their permission to assess students’  needs in their 
classes.   
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The genesis of this project was borne out of the 
instructor’s frustration at Business Communication 
students’  inability to manage the visual component of 
their oral presentations.  Having taught that course for 
eight years, the instructor had tried numerous methods 
for assisting students in using the equipment in the 
teaching station.  Nothing had proven successful.  The 
same problems arose every semester.  What should 
have been a five-minute presentation often would lapse 
into a ten-minute episode that included a five-minute 
speech with an extra five minutes being used to set up 
PowerPoint slide shows, to switch from a video clip to 
PowerPoint, etc., because the instructor was queried by 
students asking what to do to get their video clip to 
play or to help them discover why their audio clip was 
playing so softly, etc.  The same nightmare repeated 
itself every day for every semester in which Business 
Communication students were required to deliver oral 
presentations with accompanying visuals in the Master 
Classrooms.  Needless to say, these delays caused 
student presentations to be postponed and required 
many more days of class time to complete the 
presentations than should have been allotted to that 
course component.  
 
Teaching the introductory training class and three 
sections of Business Communication in the same 
semester, the instructor believed that having the 
training students use the theories they were learning in 
their introductory training class to assist Business 
Communication students was a practical application for 
a hands-on learning approach to training.   
 

Presentations in Business Communication: 
Using the Teaching Station 

 
Prior to assigning students the training project, 
“Presentations in Business Communication:  Using the 
Teaching Station,”  instructors must secure permission 
from Business Communication (or other course) 
instructors and any other college or university required 
Institutional Review Board (should there be a need for 
such) to conduct the training project.   
 
Step 1:  Project explanation 
 
Students in the introductory training class had received 
instruction concerning the training cycle including 
needs assessments and the identification of 
“knowledge, skills, and abilities needed for a targeted 
person, task, job, or career”  (O’Connor, Bronner, and 
Delaney, 2002, p. 70).   
 
Students were told that in the definition of a needs 
assessment, emphasis should be placed on learning 
(O’Connor et al., 2002).  Because the job descriptions 

of any employee are constantly changing and new 
technologies and processes are being added to jobs, 
individuals must be prepared to learn so that they are 
successful in their jobs and the organization is 
successful in its endeavors as well.  Thus, the needs 
assessment is used to isolate areas of learning 
deficiencies (O’Connor et al., 2002).   
 
Since the “process of needs assessment starts with 
identifying the learning needs generated by the jobs 
people do,”  students in the training course should 
examine or study the job of presenting an oral report in 
classrooms where students must utilize the technology 
in teaching stations (O’Connor et al., 2002, p. 50).  
Since “ the real starting point of needs assessment is the 
learner,”  beginning with students in the Business 
Communication (or other course) classroom is the 
logical first step. 
 
Students in the introductory training course should be 
reminded that “ the concept of needs assessment is a 
process that provides answers to a specific set of 
questions . . . .  It responds to questions like 
 Who needs to learn what? 
 Why do they need to learn it? 
 At what depth? 
 What is the priority of the learning in question?”  
 (O’Connor et al., 2002, p. 51). 
 
Since “ trainers seek the most effective methods for 
conducting needs analysis and for the evaluation of the 
training delivered,”  students should be encouraged to 
select the best method of obtaining useful information 
(O’Connor et al., 2002, p. 91).  Following a discussion 
of the most frequently used assessment techniques—
observations, interviews, surveys, tests, and 
experiments—students should receive an explanation 
of the project with which they will be involved.  
 
Step 2:  Selection of Assessment Process   
 
Students in the introductory training class should be 
allowed to discuss in the large group (full class) the 
method they believe would be most appropriate for 
collecting data from the Business Communication (or 
other course) students.  As the class discusses the 
appropriate methods to use, the instructor can suggest 
that as each student finds the method he/she would 
most like to use, that the students form groups by 
method of needs assessment selected (i.e., observation 
method, the interview method, the survey method, the 
testing method, or the experiment method).  In that 
fashion, the instructor will have student teams/groups 
shaped by individual choice.  Of course, instructors in 
the training course may find that students cluster in 
only one, two, or three needs assessment methods 
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teams/groups.  If students all desire to use the survey 
method, for example, the instructor can divide the class 
into groups or teams so that varieties of questionnaires 
can be created and used so that students can compare 
findings across groups.  Of course, the best scenario 
would involve student teams/groups collecting data in 
at least three or four of the methods discussed.  If an 
instructor desires such, students can be assigned to 
teams/groups and assigned a method by which to 
assess the needs of Business Communication students 
regarding teaching stations in Master Classrooms.   
 
Step 3.  Creation of Assessment Instrument   
 
Once students have selected a method by which to 
assess learning needs of Business Communication 
students regarding technology usage in oral 
presentations, the instructor should assign the groups 
the task of creating their instruments (i.e., (A) 
questionnaire; (B) observation type—(1) elapsed-time 
recording, (2) frequency recording, (3) interval 
recording, (4) continuous recording and observation 
checklist; (C) interview type—face-to-face, via 
telephone, focus group (and set of questions to be 
asked—Interview Guide); (D) Tests—placement, 
formative, diagnostic, or summative; (E) Experiment—
pre-test/post-test).  Instructors should review each 
student group’s data collection method to ensure that 
students “have not missed critical issues or forgotten to 
ask essential questions”  (O’Connor et al., 2002, p. 
104).  As an additional review method, instructors can 
form a panel of experts to review the questionnaire, 
interview questions, etc., to ensure better success in the 
needs assessment step.   
 
Step 4:  Collecting the Data Using 
Needs Assessment Methods 
 
Instructors should have students draft a letter to the 
Business Communication (or other course) instructors 
for all sections of the course explaining the purpose of 
the needs assessment (i.e., why they believe it to be 
necessary and how the data collected can be useful to 
Business Communication students and instructors). In 
the letter, training students should seek permission to 
attend the Business Communication instructor’s classes 
to conduct the needs assessment.  In the case of 
observation or interview, training instructors should 
encourage students to attend the Business 
Communication (or other course) classes to secure 
volunteers for the interviews or observation processes 
to be undertaken at a specific date, time, and location—
outside of the Business Communication classes.  Due 
to the time required of volunteers, training students 
should be made aware that volunteers may be few in 
number.  Another mechanism for securing voluntary 

participants for the interview or observation assessment 
is for Business Communication (or other course) 
instructors to encourage their students to participate.   

 
Once training students have secured volunteers, 
assessment questionnaires, interviews, or observations 
should be conducted.  Each team or group should 
utilize a different section of Business Communication 
and a different set of volunteers, where possible.  If 
that approach is impossible or problematic, training 
students can use the same section of Business 
Communication or the same group of volunteers just 
by using a different method of assessment each time.  
For example, the 8 a.m. Business Communication class 
volunteers for a questionnaire assessment for Training 
Course Group A.  Training Course Group B can utilize 
the 8 a.m. Business Communication students as well 
but use an observation, interview, or experimental 
assessment method instead of the questionnaire.  
Depending on the number of sections of Business 
Communication and the number of groups or teams in 
the training class, assessment of the same group of 
Business Communication students may not be 
necessary.   
 
Step 5:  Identifying Learning Requirements 
for  Target Population 
 
After training student teams/groups have completed the 
assessment process, each group should compile its 
findings.  The training instructor should have each 
team/group present its findings to the entire class in a 
formal presentation, utilizing charts, graphs, or tables 
as accompanying visuals.  Through this step, training 
students can compare and contrast findings secured 
through various assessment methods and/or Business 
Communication students.   
 
Step 6:  Designing the Training   
 
After the training student teams/groups have reviewed 
their findings and compared and contrasted them with 
the entire class, the next step in the training process is 
the design stage.  Before training students begin this 
process, however, the training instructor should cover 
those topics dealing with learning theories, andragogy 
versus pedagogy, learning objectives—in other words, 
the “what”  components to developing and delivering 
training.  Each training team/group should “plan in 
complete detail how to deliver instruction so that 
participants will learn what is needed for the successful 
attainment of a particular learning objective”  
(O’Connor et al., 2002, p. 160).  The most important 
component of this process is the activities—ways 
which training groups or teams devise to ensure that 
people “ learn what they are supposed to learn, and 
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learn it faster, easier, better, and with greater retention 
than if they were merely left to their own devices”  
(O’Connor et al., 2002, p. 161).  Instructional choices 
are made at this step (i.e., live, mediated, self-study, 
web-based, video, skill practice).  The final form of the 
training program should be in place (modules, time 
limits, etc.) before training teams or groups begin work 
“on the development of materials for the learning 
activities planned for the program” (O’Connor et al., 
2002, p. 165).  Training instructors should encourage 
student teams/groups to review T&D and Training 
magazines to locate ideas for instructional approaches 
and materials.  Writers for these two publications offer 
samples, experience, and sources of materials.  
Instructors should remind student teams/groups as they 
design the process—the what—that they remember to 
evaluate to make sure these components serve the 
learning objectives and meet criteria of good 
instruction and attention to adult learning principles.   
 
Step 7:  Planning Program Delivery   
 
Each training student team/group should then establish 
the method for delivering the training.  Some groups 
may choose lecture; others hands-on demonstrations 
and a concomitant lecturette.  Still others may opt to 
use small group discussions.  The teams/groups should 
develop instructional aids—step-by-step operational 
guides for using teaching station equipment, for 
example.  Handouts are most effective for helping 
training participants with memory assistance and/or 
reference material for use later when attempting 
operation of the teaching station technology.  
Teams/groups should also create a leader’s guide that 
explains in detail the training program, its purpose, 
method/media, any activity, handouts, or other guiding 
questions that could be used in the training session. 
 
Step 8:  The Evaluation Process  
 
The evaluation process must be included throughout 
training.  Therefore, much more is at issue in 
evaluations than “determining if trainers learned 
particular skills from a specific training program or if a 
particular instructor was well-prepared for a class”  
(O’Connor et al., 2002, p. 69).  However, without 
actually delivering the training, students will be hard 
pressed to create more than an end-of-training 
evaluation instrument.  “The end-of-program 
participant questionnaire is far and away the most 
common method used to evaluate training programs”  
(O’Connor et al., 2002, p. 74).  Training student 
teams/groups should construct a program reaction 
questionnaire or a summative course exam to include 
in the training proposal.  In addition, training 
teams/groups should draft a survey of training’s impact 

on job behavior for Business Communication 
instructors to complete following the proposed training 
program.   
 
Step 9:  The Training Proposal 
 
“The document that describes the work to be done is 
the proposal.  A proposal is a request for action”  
(O’Connor et al., 2002, p. 258).  Training instructors 
should have each team/group draft a written proposal 
to persuade the college dean that a need exists for 
training Business Communication students to use 
teaching station technology in Master Classrooms.  
After training student teams/groups have been 
instructed in the writing of a training proposal, each 
should draft a carefully worded, professionally written 
proposal.  Student teams/groups should focus on the 
background of the problem, the analysis of the findings 
from the Needs Assessment, and how the “ training 
solution bridges the gap between an identified problem 
and the learning required”  (O’Connor et al., 2002, p. 
261).  The proposal should identify the target audience, 
the rationale and goals of the training, learning 
objectives, and topics (from materials previously 
planned), the evaluation strategies to be used 
(including copies of any tests, questionnaires, 
observations, performance reports, etc.).  The proposal 
should also include the overview that contains 
“activities proposed, where they will take place, and 
who will be involved”  (O’Connor et al., 2002, p. 264).  
Other components of the proposal include program 
outline (or list of topics in logical order) that “details 
the content, organization, and sequence of the proposed 
training program” (O’Connor et al., 2002, p. 265); 
training resources required; development schedule; 
delivery schedule; costs, and projected benefits.  
 
Step 10:  Proposal Presentation 
 
Each training student team/group should deliver to the 
entire class, the Dean, and any available Business 
Communication instructors and/or Business 
Communication students a professional presentation 
developing the major issues inherent in the training 
project, “Presentations in Business Communication:  
Using the Teaching Station.”    
 

Summary 
 
Since training involves connecting knowledge, skills, 
and abilities individuals possess to the knowledge, 
skills, and abilities they need to know, developing a 
contextual learning situation is the best format for 
teaching the methods behind training.  Due to the 
difficulty of securing an “outside”  site for establishing 
the contextual learning environment, instructors feel 
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limited in their ability to use real world examples to 
teach training.  Some rely on students identifying a 
training topic based on the results of a “pretend”  needs 
assessment conducted using classmates as the trainees.  
Students are required to follow through with the 
training proposal and other components of the training 
cycle.  Although students are applying the knowledge 
and theories learned in the introductory training class, 
they are not focusing on established needs.  Therefore, 
students do not clearly see a relationship between this 
learning situation and the work environments they will 
enter.  The project discussed in this article is one 
method for incorporating a contextual learning 
environment in an introductory training class. When 
students recognize the applicability of learning to the 
real world environment, they are more likely to 
remember the concepts and to value the acquisition of 
skill and knowledge—the transfer of learning can be 
successful.   
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