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Abstract 

The focus of this research study was to document the changes in the lifelong learning practices of administrative 
professionals between 2000 and 2005 and determine if personal factors had any effect on these practices. A 
total of 539 administrative professionals in 2000 and 570 administrative professionals in 2005, who attended 
the International Association of Administrative Professionals Conferences, completed a questionnaire. The 
questionnaire included continuing education/training participation, method of continuing education/training, 
reasons for participating in continuing education/training, and conference attendance for professional 
development. After analyzing these items in relation to personal factors between the two studies, conclusions 
and implications are provided. 

Keywords: Lifelong Learning and Administrative Prof essionals 

 

Introduction 

Adult learners and their lifelong learning practices 
are an ongoing, vital area of study in both the 
business and educational field. In today’s economy, it 
is important that workers not only have the skills 
needed to enter the workforce, but also to keep their 
skills up to date in order to remain marketable 
(Hudson, Bhandari, Peter, & Bills, 2005).  

Several national studies have focused on adult 
lifelong learning practices and the importance of 
continuing education throughout their careers. A 
report issued from the U.S. Department of Education 
documented adult participation in job-related formal 
and informal educational activities and found that the 
most cited reason for participation in adult education 
was for job improvement (Kwang, Hagedorn, 
Williamson, & Chapman, 2004). Another report from 
the National Center for Education Statistics examined 
how adults in the workforce participate in formal 
education and training courses to learn and update 

job-related skills (Hudson, Bhandari, Peter, & Bills, 
2005). 

In addition to government or agency studies, 
independent researchers have documented the need 
for adult employees to participate in continuing 
education and training throughout their working 
careers. Business researchers have addressed  the 
need for training to deal with issues of employer 
problems such as labor turnover, changing job 
requirements, increased need for skilled employees, 
as well as documented the economic benefits of 
employee lifelong learning (Banking on Learning, 
2005; Motley, 2005; Jenkins, Vignoles, Wolf, & 
Galindo-Rueda, 2003; Tittel, 2005). 

The themes of many educational conference 
presentations, proceedings, articles and editorials 
have been adult learners, lifelong learning practices, 
lifelong learning successes, and institutional policies 
(Manning, 2003; Toynton, 2005). Lifelong learning 
inventories have been developed, and several books 
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and book reviews have been written detailing how 
lifelong learning is transforming education (Crick, 
Broadfoot, & Claxton, 2004; Jones, 2005; Kraus, 
2005; Learning for Life, 2005; Longworth, 2003). 
The need for lifelong learning due to advancements in 
technology has also been widely explored in both 
articles and editorials (Gorard & Selwyn, 2005; 
Gorard, Selwyn, & Madden, 2003; Koper, 2004).   

In the 21st Century era of knowledge and 
information, lifelong learning is essential and leads to 
professional as well as personal fulfillment (McLean, 
2005; Meisinger, 2005). For the administrative 
professional, keeping technology skills current is vital 
to function effectively now and in the future 
workplace (Domeyer, 2005; Lyons, 2003).  

Five-year follow-up studies have been a widely 
used method of research study to identify areas of 
change in both education and work (Garcia-
Villamisar, Wehman, & Navarro, 2002; Hogh, 
Henriksson, & Burr, 2005; Sanci, Coffey, Patton, & 
Bowes, 2005). A study conducted in 2000 on the 
lifelong learning practices of administrative 
professionals found that although participation of this 
group in continued learning was high, incidences in 
education/training for general subjects and any type 
of online education was low (Alexander, Bartlett, and 
Wiggins, 2002). Therefore, the five year follow-up 
period was used, and this study was repeated to 
document any changes in administrative 
professionals’ lifelong learning practices.  

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to examine 
administrative professionals’ participation in lifelong 
learning activities and to identify changes over the 
past five years.  In addition, the study identified 
differences between administrative professionals’ 
lifelong learning activities and the personal factors of 
age, educational attainment, and years of work 
experience. Documenting lifelong learning practices 
of administrative professionals and determining if 
practices change over time will assist business 
educators, trainers, and employers to prepare for 
recurrent training. 

Statement of the Problem 

An administrative professional must continuously 
learn and update skills in order to remain competent 
and marketable. Therefore, the problem of this study 

was twofold: How have the lifelong learning practices 
of administrative professionals changed over the past 
five years? and What influence do personal factors 
have on these practices? 

To address this problem, surveys were 
administered to members of the International 
Association of Administrative Professionals (IAAP) 
at the yearly international conferences in 2000 and 
2005. The following research questions were 
investigated: 

 
1. Are there statistically significant differences in 

administrative professionals’ continuing 
education/training participation between 2000 and 
2005? 

2. Are there statistically significant differences in 
administrative professionals’ age and continuing 
education/training participation between 2000 and 
2005? 

3. Are there statistically significant differences in 
administrative professionals’ highest level of 
educational attainment and continuing education/ 
training participation between 2000 and 2005? 

4. Are there statistically significant differences in 
administrative professionals’ years of work 
experience and continuing education/training 
participation between 2000 and 2005? 

Method 

To identify lifelong practices of administrative 
professionals, a questionnaire based on the literature 
and designed by the researchers was used in 2000 and 
2005 for data collection.  The questionnaire included 
five sections: (1) respondents’ personal factors, (2) 
participation in lifelong learning, (3) method of 
lifelong learning selected, (4) reasons for participating 
in lifelong learning, and (5) conference attendance for 
professional development.  

Validity  

In 2000, a fifteen-member panel of experts 
reviewed the content of the questionnaire for content 
validity.  Included in the panel were secondary 
business educators, postsecondary business educators, 
business employers, and education and professional 
development managers. The panel review indicated 
that the questionnaire met the stated objectives. In 
2005, the content was again reviewed in light of the 
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new purpose. The panel agreed that the questionnaire 
met the stated objectives for a comparison study. 

Population and Sample 

The population for this study was administrative 
professionals who were members of IAAP.  A sample 
of administrative professionals in attendance during 
the yearly international conference during both 2000 
and 2005 were selected to participate in this study.  
During both years, questionnaires were placed on all 
chairs prior to a general session of the conference.  In 
the opening remarks, the purpose of the research was 
explained. Session attendees were guaranteed 
confidentiality, instructed how to get summary 
results, and assured that participation was entirely 
voluntary. The session had seats for 1,000 attendees, 
and approximately 750 members attended.  
Questionnaires were collected at the end of the 
session, resulting in a total of 539 completed 
instruments in 2000 and 570 in 2005. Due to the large 
number of data attained each year, a follow-up was 
not identified as necessary. 

Data Analysis 

Descriptive statistics including frequencies and 
percentages were compiled to provide a profile of the 
respondents in 2000 and 2005. To address the 
research questions and determine any areas of 
difference, data were analyzed using Pearson’s chi-
square test.  Due to the large number of responses, 
significance was set at the .01 level. 

Findings 

After providing a profile of the administrative 
professionals, comparisons of lifelong learning 
practices between 2000 and 2005 are made. 

Profile of Administrative Professionals’ Personal 
Factors  

A profile of the personal factors of the 539 
administrative professionals in 2000 and the 570 
administrative professionals in 2005 is presented in 
Table 1.   In both 2000 and 2005, nearly all of the 
respondents were female, and the majority (78% in 
2000, 89% in 2005) were 40 years of age or older. 
Approximately half (52% in 2000, 46% in 2005) had 
either an Associate’s degree or higher. Seventy 
percent or more of respondents during both 2000 and 
2005 had been working in their profession for 20 or 
more years (70% and 78%, respectively).   

Table 1  

Profile of Administrative Professionals’ Personal Factors: 
2000 and 2005  
 
 2000 2005 
 Frequency Valid Frequency Valid  
Factor (N=539) a Percent (N=570) a Percent 
     
     
Gender     
 Male     3     .6     2     .4 
 Female 524 99.4 563 99.6 
     
Age     
 <40 111 22.5   64 11.4 
 40-50 199 40.3 191 33.9 
 >50 184 37.2 308 54.7 
     
Education      
 H.S./Cert./

College 
Courses 

241 47.8 303 54.1 

 Associate 145 28.8 138 23.7 
 Bachelors/

Masters 
118 23.4 127 22.3 

     
Professional 
work 

    

experience 
(years) 

    

 <20 148 30.0 124 22.2 
 20-25 149 30.2 168 30.1 
 >25 196 39.8 266 47.7 
Notea:  Some respondents elected not to provide personal 
information.  

Comparison of Administrative Professionals 
Continuing Education/Training Participation 
Between 2000 and 2005   

Research question one identified any differences 
in administrative professionals’ participation in 
continuing education/training between 2000 and 
2005. The overwhelming majority or respondents 
from both 2000 and 2005 had continued their 
education and training during the past five years.  
There were significant differences between the 
methods of continuing education/training between 
2000 and 2005. In 2000, significantly more 
respondents participated in off-site training for 
technology and college courses than compared to 
those from 2005. In 2005, significantly more 
respondents participated in in-company training (for 
general subjects), and online education/training (both 
in-company and outside sources) when compared 
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with respondents in 2000. For both years, the majority 
of respondents (95%) indicated they participate in 
education/training on their own initiative. 
Significantly more respondents in 2005, as compared 
to 2000, indicated their participation in 
education/training was required by their company. 
For professional development, over ninety percent of 
the respondents from both 2000 and 2005 (93% and 
98% respectively) indicated they attend conferences 
yearly. (See Table 2.) 

Table 2 

Comparison of Administrative Professionals’ 
Continuing Education/Training Participation Between 
2000 and 2005  

 
 2000 2005    
 Valid Valid Chi-   
Question Percent Percent Square df p 
      
Have you continued your 
education/training during the last 5 
years? 

   

 (N= 539) (N=570)    
 Yes   96.1 97.7 2.4 1 .119 
 No 3.9 2.3    
      
 If yes, what type(s)?a    
  (N=518) (N=552)    
  1 70.1 72.7 0.9 1 .343 
  2 62.2 49.1 18.5 1 .000* 
  3 51.2 57.3 4.1 1 .043 
  4 41.9 56.5 22.9 1 .000* 
  5 39.0 30.6 8.3 1 .005* 
  6 22.2 36.8 27.4 1 .000* 
  7 14.5 27.5 27.3 1 .000* 
      
Was this taken on your initiative?     
  (N=518) (N=555)    
     Yes 94.6 95.0    
 No 5.4 5.0 0.1 1 .791 

Was it required by your employer?    

  (N=518) (N=551)    

 Yes 29.5 40.8    

 No  70.5 59.2 14.9 1 .000* 

Do you attend yearly conferences?    

  (N=539) (N=561)    

 Yes 93.1 98.4    

 No 6.9 1.6 1.4 1 .237 

Note. a Key to type of education/training: 

1 = In-company training (technology) 
2 = Off-site training (technology) 
3 = Off-site training (general subjects) 
4 = In-company training (general subjects) 
5 = College courses 
6 = Online training (in-company) 
7 = Online training (outside source) 
 
*Significant at the .01 level. 
 

Comparison Between Administrative 
Professionals’ Participation in Continuing 
Education/Training in 2000 and 2005 Based on 
Age             

 

Research question two identified any differences 
between administrative professionals’ age and 
participation levels in continuing education/training 
between 2000 and 2005. This analysis resulted in 
three areas of significant differences. In 2005, 
significantly more respondents in the over 50 age 
range continued their education/training during the 
past five years when compared with respondents aged 
over 50 in the 2000 study. Significantly more 
respondents in the 40-50 age range and the 50 and 
over age range from the 2005 data indicated that 
participation in education/training was required by 
their company, when compared with 2000 data.  
These comparisons are found in Table 3. 
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Table 3 

Comparison Between Administrative Professionals’ 
Participation in Continuing Education/Training in 2000 and 
2005 Based on Age    
       

 2000      2005    
 Valid Valid                                Chi-   
Question Percent Percent Square df   p 
       
Have you continued your 
education/training during the 
last 5 years? 

   

 <40     96.4 92.2 1.5 1 .225 
 40-50 97.5 97.9 0.8 1 .390 
 >50 94.6 99.0 8.9 1 .003* 
      
Was this taken on your own 
initiative? 

   

 <40     93.5 98.3 1.9 1 .169 
 40-50 95.9 94.7 0.3 1 .574 
 >50 94.3 94.7 0.1 1 .822 
       
Was it required by your 
employer? 

   

 <40     36.4 35.1 0.0 1 .863 
     40-50 24.7 41.7 12.4 1 .000* 
 >50 29.9 41.2  6.0 1 .014* 
       
Do you attend yearly 
conferences? 

   

 <40     87.4 90.5 0.4 1 .539 
 40-50 95.0 94.7 0.0 1 .886 
 >50 94.6 95.7 0.4 1 .553 
*Significant at the .01 level. 

Comparison Between Administrative 
Professionals’ Participation in Continuing 
Education/Training in 2000 and 2005 Based on 
Level of Educational Attainment 

Research question three identified any differences 
in administrative professionals’ participation in 
continuing education/training and educational 
attainment between 2000 and 2005. This analysis 
resulted in one area of significant difference. In 2005, 
respondents who indicated that their highest 
educational level of attainment was a high school 
diploma, certification, or some college courses, 
reported that their participation in education/training 
was due to a requirement by their company, 
significantly more than respondents from 2000 with 

this same level of education. This difference is shown 
in Table 4. 

Table 4 

Comparison Between Administrative Professionals’ 
Participation in Continuing Education/Training in 2000 and 
2005 Based on Level of Educational Attainment 
 

 2000  2005     
 Valid Valid Chi-   

Question Percent Percent Square df p 
      
Have you continued your 
education/training during the 
last 5 years? 

   

 HS/Cert./
College 
Courses 

96.7 98.4 1.7 1 .199 

 Associates 96.6 97.0 0.1 1 .827 
 Bachelors/

Masters 
94.1 97.6 2.0 1 .162 

      
Was this taken on your own initiative?   
 HS/Cert./

College 
Courses 

94.8 95.0 0.0 1 .937 

 Associates 93.6 94.6 0.1 1 .728 
 Bachelors/

Masters 96.4 95.9 0.0 1 .855 

       
Was it required by your employer?   
 HS/Cert./

College 
Courses 

29.6 42.8 9.8 1   .002* 

     Associates 29.3 35.4 1.2 1 .283 
 Bachelors/

Masters 
29.7 41.8 3.7 1 .055 

       
Do you attend yearly conferences?   
 HS/Cert./

College 
Courses 

94.2 95.4 0.4 1 .539 

 Associates 93.1 94.7 0.3 1 .581 
 Bachelors/

Masters 
91.5 93.5 0.4 1 .549 

*Significant at the .01 level. 

Comparison Between Administrative 
Professionals’ Participation in Continuing 
Education/Training in 2000 and 2005 Based on 
Years of Work Experience            

Research question four documented any 
differences between administrative professionals’ 
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years of work experience and participation in 
continuing education/training between 2000 and 
2005. There were two areas of significant differences. 
Significantly more respondents in 2005 with 20 to 25 
years of work experience or more than 25 years of 
work experience indicated that participation in 
education/training was required by their company, as 
compared to respondents in these categories from the 
2000 data. These comparisons are found in Table 5. 

Table 5 

Comparison Between Administrative Professionals’ 
Participation in Continuing Education/Training in 
2000 and 2005 Based on Years of Work Experience 
 

 2000 2005    
 Valid Valid Chi-   
Question Percent Percent Square df p 
      
Have you continued your 
education/training during the 
last 5 years? 

   

 <20 97.3 96.8 0.1 1 .799 
 20-25 95.3 97.6 1.3 1 .261 
 >25 95.4 98.5 3.9 1 .047 
      
Was this taken on your own initiative?   
 <20 96.5 97.5 0.2 1 .655 
 20-25 94.4 94.5 0.0 1 .966 
 >25 94.1 95.0 0.2 1 .669 
       
Was it required by your employer?   
 <20 29.2 35.6 1.2 1 .267 
     20-25 28.9 42.3 6.0 1 .014* 
 >25 29.4 41.3 6.7 1 .010* 
       
Do you attend yearly conferences?   
 <20 90.5 97.5 5.6 1 .018 
 20-25 93.3 92.8 0.0 1 .869 
 >25 95.4 94.7 0.1 1 .716 
*Significant at the .01 level. 

Limitations of the Study 

The research team recognizes that those in 
attendance at a conference would most likely be more 
receptive to continuing education and training than 
the general population. Therefore, we would expect 
the results to reflect that bias.  

 

Conclusions and Implications 

National findings from the U.S. Department of 
Education found that 46 percent of adults participated 
in various types of formal education between 2000 
and 2001 (Kwang, Hagedorn, Williamson, & 
Chapman, 2004). By comparison, the current study 
finds that over ninety-five percent of administrative 
professionals were involved with job-related 
continued education/training in the years of 2000 and 
2005 (96% and 97% respectively). The value of 
conducting a follow-up study with this group assists 
business and training educators as they plan course 
offerings. The following conclusions and implications 
are provided in light of this objective. 

Research question one was asked to identify any 
differences in administrative professionals’ 
continuing education/training participation between 
2000 and 2005. As in 2000, the vast majority 
(approximately 96% and 98%, respectively) of 
administrative professionals are participating in 
education and training opportunities, are doing so on 
their own initiative, and typically attend yearly 
conferences  for professional development. When 
comparing the various types of education or training 
more respondents in 2000 were taking off-site 
training for technology and college courses than those 
in 2005. In 2005, more respondents were taking 
online education or training either through their 
company or through an outside source than those 
from 2000.  Although the majority of administrative 
professionals are continuing to take responsibility for 
their continued learning, the requirement by 
employers to take additional education or training has 
risen during the past five years. Business educators 
and trainers should continue to stress the importance 
for administrative professionals to keep skills and 
knowledge up to date not only for their own benefit, 
but also because more employers are making it a 
requirement. As would be expected, incidences of 
online education and training have risen during the 
past five years. Business educators, trainers, and 
employers should continue to offer and promote the 
various types of education and training available, and 
encourage students and employees to identify which 
type best meets their individual learning styles, 
preferences, and needs.  

Research question two compared any differences 
in administrative professionals’ age and continuing 
education/training participation between 2000 and 
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2005.  It can be concluded that more administrative 
professionals aged 50 and over are participating in 
education and training in 2005 than in 2000. It also 
can be concluded administrative professionals in the 
40 and over age range from the 2005 group were 
more likely to have participated in education and 
training courses due to a requirement by their 
employers, when compared to respondents in 2000. 
Both business educators and trainers need to be 
prepared for the 40 and over aged learners to be 
entering their classrooms. 

Research question three compared administrative 
professionals’ educational attainment and continuing 
education/training participation between 2000 and 
2005. The findings revealed administrative 
professionals whose highest educational level of 
attainment was a high school degree, certificate, or 
some college courses were more likely in 2005 to 
report that participation in continuing education or 
training was due to a requirement by their employer. 
It appears that administrative professionals who have 
not gone beyond high school, a certificate program, or 
some college courses are more likely than in the past 
to be required to complete additional training or 
education by their employers. Business educators at 
the high school level should promote the value of a 
college degree and stress that employers will most 
likely require them to continue their education and 
training. Business educators need to impress upon 
students that they are learning foundational 
knowledge and emphasize to students that their 
training in skill areas will continue through their 
career. Business employers should continue to offer 
training opportunities for administrative 
professionals, and actively engage with educational 
institutions to capitalize on preexisting programs. 

Research question four compared administrative 
professionals’ years of work experience and 
continuing education/training participation between 
2000 and 2005. It appears that administrative 
professionals with 20 or more years of work 
experience are being required to take additional 
education or training, which could most likely be due 
to advances in technology.  Business educators 
and employers should understand the importance for 
those with 20 or more years of work experience to 
keep up to date with new technologies and offer 
education and training opportunities as appropriate.   

 Recommendations for Future 
Research 

1. As this study focused on lifelong learning 
practices and administrative professionals’ 
personal factors between 2000 and 2005, further 
research is recommended that would analyze the 
lifelong learning practices and administrative 
professionals’ company factors. 

2. As this study found participation in online 
learning has increased during the past five years, 
further research should identify administrative 
professionals’ special needs for participating in 
this type of learning. 

3. This study found that the incidences of employers 
requiring additional education and training have 
risen over the past five years. Therefore, this 
study should be replicated in another five years to 
again identify changes in this area. 

4. As this study found that there is need for 
continuing education and training, further 
research to identify specific areas of changes in 
training content should be conducted. 
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Abstract 

In the fall of 2004, the College of Business at Northwestern State University offered a revised edition of 
Computer Information Systems 1800 – Microcomputer Applications I:  Introduction to Information Technology.  
The revisions were guided partly by results of a previous test given to computer applications students who were 
found generally not to be computer literate and partly by the need to increase the number of students allowed to 
take the course while reducing the number of faculty needed to offer the course. The revision included adding 
technology literacy lecture to the course, decreasing the emphasis on word processing software while 
increasing the emphasis on spreadsheet software. The course continues to be taught primarily by enrolling 
students in two large daytime sections. One half of the students receive the technology literacy lecture from the 
instructor on record while the other one half reports to computer labs for hands-on applications training. At 
mid-term the students in lecture switch with those in the labs and the training repeats for each group. The 
students’ grade point average increased from 2.7 to 3.2 on a four-point scale. The number of sections offered 
declined 53% while the student enrollment increased 17%. 

Keywords: Business Education, Computer Application,  Teaching Computer Applications 
 
 
 

Introduction 

Can a microcomputer applications course cover 
the topics that college students, especially entering 
freshmen, need to know for their collegiate studies? 
Can this course meet the needs of the institution 
(having enough sections to meet student demand with 
minimal faculty) while delivering the proper 
curriculum? After nine previous versions of CIS 1800 
– Microcomputer Applications I: Introduction to 
Information Technology, the current model offered by 
the College of Business at Northwestern State 
University appears to be meeting the needs of the 
students as well as the demands from the institution. 

Related Literature 

Trying to define computer literacy is a little like 
trying to describe the shape of a cloud. It is 
reasonably easy to say, in general, what a cloud is and 
is not; but it is difficult, if not impossible to say 

exactly what every cloud looks like (Bramble & 
Mason, 1985, 271).  

There have been numerous definitions of the term 
computer literacy in the past two decades. In the 
1980’s it was defined as being able to write a useful 
program or being able to operate one or more 
software packages (Parker, 1987). By the 1990’s 
educators saw another change in the term computer 
literacy with the advent of computer networking and 
the Internet.  A computer literate person was familiar 
with and used e-mail, the World Wide Web, and 
interacted with other people at other locations via the 
computer (Higdon, 1995).  Capron (1992) defined the 
term computer literacy with a three-part definition, 
which included “awareness, knowledge, interaction.”  
L. Long and N. Long (1999) stated “in less than a 
generation, computer competency has emerged in 
virtually any career from a nice-to-have skill to a job-
critical skill.”   To be considered a person who is 
computer literate, a person would be a confident user 
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of computer systems and software; be able to utilize 
the computer and its software to meet one’s needs 
either at home or work; have a grasp for the current 
and future impact of computers on the world and its 
people; be able to make reasonable and intelligent 
decisions about the selection and purchase of 
computer hardware and software; and, finally, be able 
to talk intelligently about computers (Long, L, & 
Long, N., 1999).  In bill H.R. 3592, known as the 
“Education for the 21st Century (E-21) Act,” 
computer literacy skills are defined as information 
gathering, critical analysis, and communication with 
the latest technology (The Orator, 2005). 

Computers are here to stay.  The explosion of 
technology and the abundance of accessible 
computers in every phase of a person’s life have made 
it a necessity for everyone to be computer literate 
(Wolfe, 1992; Reid, 1997; Higdon, 1995).  In order to 
prepare students with the technological knowledge, 
skills, and abilities necessary to be a productive 
member of the world of work, educators must be able 
to determine the computer literacy competencies 
students already possess.  Currently only nine states 
have some form of computer literacy requirement for 
secondary graduation requirements. New Jersey 
requires it to be integrated into the curriculum, and 
North Carolina requires that computer literacy be 
demonstrated in order to graduate (University of 
Minnesota, 2005). 

An integral part of computer literacy ever since the 
1980’s has been the mastery of software application 
packages. Learning application packages in Microsoft 
Office Suite is considered a “bare minimum 
expectation today” (Des Moines Business Record 
Online, 2005). Hansen and Hansen (2005) with 
Quintessential Skills present a sample job bullet point 
as “computer-literate performer with extensive 
software proficiency covering wide variety of 
applications.”  

The recent trend with computer literacy seems that 
it is evolving into “technology” literacy, what 
Educational Testing Service is call the “fourth” basic 
literacy (Landgraff, 2005). That is, as technology 
provides more and more access to information, 
especially through the Internet, students need to be 
able to select which information is correct, useful, and 
appropriate.  

 

History 

 
Computer Information Systems 1800 – 

Microcomputer Applications I began in the fall 
semester of 1988 as a hands-on course to expose the 
students to word processing and other microcomputer 
applications. For the first semester, WordPerfect 4.2, 
Lotus, and Dbase III were taught to the students. Over 
the next 17 years the software evolved through the 
various WordPerfect versions (especially the 
“blessed” 5.1 version), several versions of Lotus and 
its successors. Database software was eventually 
dropped from the curriculum as the course became 
the campus wide microcomputer course in 1989. In 
the mid 90’s, Microsoft’s Word and Excel were 
incorporated into the curriculum and are still being 
used (Office 2003). Hardware evolved from dual 5.25 
inch floppy drives, to hard drives with 3.5 inch 
floppies and from 8088 processors to the P4’s of 
today. One 1994 edition of the course attempted to 
utilize a training CD to let the students teach 
themselves word processing and spreadsheet usage. It 
was too early for video CD’s, and most students could 
not teach themselves, so it was mostly a disaster for 
that semester. As the needs of the students have 
changed along with the software, the course has 
evolved and will probably continue to do so, 
depending on what students need when they enroll in 
the course. 

In the fall 2001 semester, a pre-test was 
administered to students enrolled in an introductory 
computer course to determine their computer literacy 
level. The researchers developed a test consisting of 
multiple choice, true/false questions and a series of 
six computer applications assignments. Results 
indicated that the students enrolling in the beginning 
computer course were not computer literate. Only 
14.9% of the students scored 70% or better on the 
objective and hands-on tests. Another consideration in 
the students’ computer literacy level is the fact that 
more and more each year, computer literacy courses 
are being dropped from the high school curriculum or 
pushed to earlier grades so it is possible that many 
students have not been exposed to “computer 
literacy” in more than 3 or 4 years. 

Using the results of the test, the researchers 
initiated plans to “adjust” CIS 1800. From 1999 to the 
implementation of the current model, the course was 
strictly a hands-on word processing and spreadsheet 
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applications course, which was taught in computer 
labs that limited the enrollment to 24 students for 
each section. To meet the student demands during this 
time period, the College of Business had to offer eight 
or more sections each semester (requiring the 
equivalent requirement of 2 faculty plus adjuncts), 
with all sections being full very early in the pre-
registration period each semester. Using the results of 
the literacy tests, the authors made major adjustments 
to the curriculum of the course. The first was to add 
“technology literacy” lecture to ensure that all 
College of Business students are at least exposed to 
the current computer and technology trends. The 
second adjustment was to reduce the time spent on 
word processing and increase the time spent on 
spreadsheets.  The students scored 70% on the test’s 
word processing problems, but only 28% on the 
spreadsheet problems. The final adjustment was to 
add “Introduction to Information Technology” to the 
course title.  

General Design and Implementation 

In January, 2004, it was decided to reduce the 
number of sections offered each semester to five 
sections. There were to be two large sections of 96 
students in each, two night sections with 24 students 
in each, and finally, one Internet section limited to 24 
students. The two large sections of 96 students were 
scheduled into the College of Business’s largest 
classroom which had a 170 seating capacity. The plan 
for these large sections was to have one faculty 
member, the lead instructor, deliver the “information 
literacy” lecture section of the course and be in charge 
of the whole course, that is being the “teacher of 
record.” For the hands-on, lab section of the course, 
two graduate students or adjunct instructors were to 
be hired.  Several graduate students in the university’s 
Educational Technology Masters Program and 
prospective adjuncts were interviewed. One graduate 
student and one retired secondary business education 
teacher were hired to deliver the hands-on portion of 
the model. The two large sections were to be offered 
on Monday and Wednesday afternoons at the 1:00-
2:15p.m. and 2:30-3:45p.m. time slots. Therefore, the 
class period would be 75 minutes long, giving the 
hands-on courses enough time to cover required 
topics in depth. 

The course was to be divided into two 
approximately seven-to-eight-week periods with one 
half of the students attending the lecture portion and 

one half attending the hands-on application portion, 
up to 24 students to each lab room. At midterm, those 
in the lecture portion would go to the labs while those 
in the labs would report to the lecture classroom. (See 
Figure 1.) 

Figure 1 

Computer Information Systems 1800 
Northwestern State University 
Semester Model 

 

 

 

The Course Enrollment 

Each summer Northwestern State University 
offers a program called Freshmen Connection for 
students who will be entering the university in the fall 
semester. At this time students are registered by their 
department or college for the classes they will be 
taking during the fall semester. Since all majors in the 
College of Business are required to take CIS 1800, 
the first 96 students attending the College of 
Business’s Freshmen Connection were put into the 
01N section (1– 2:15p.m. Mondays & Wednesdays). 
After the first section was full, others were enrolled in 
the 02N section (2:30 – 3:45p.m. Mondays & 
Wednesdays). While section 01N was reserved for 
entering freshmen, any student could register for the 
02N section. This was done for both the fall of 2004 
and 2005. 

Before the first fall class meeting, the 96 students 
in each of the two sections were randomly selected 
and put into four different groups of 24 students each 
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– Group A, B, C and D, respectively. Group A and 
Group B of each section were assigned to two 
different computer labs. Each of these groups spent 
seven to eight weeks learning hands-on 
microcomputer applications covering Microsoft’s 
Word, Excel, and PowerPoint. 

On the first day of class, Group A & Group B 
students were directed to their individual labs while 
Group C and Group D students stayed in the lecture 
classroom and received lecture on a variety of 
subjects such as computer systems, computer 
hardware, definitions and communication (see 
Information Literacy Lecture Section below). At 
midterm, the students in the lecture section of the 
course rotated with those in the hands-on section. The 
students in the labs began reporting to the lecture 
room. Those starting the hands-on section of the 
course were given a new hands-on production pretest 
at that time, while those attending the lecture class 
were given a new objective pre-test. 

For spring of 2005 and 2006, CIS 1800 was 
limited to 48 students each for the two sections with 
24 students being placed in Group A & Group B, 
respectively. Group A in each section was sent to the 
lab first, with Group B assigned to the lecture section. 
Any students needing or wanting CIS 1800 could 
enroll in either section. 

Course Objectives 

·  CIS 1800–Microcomputer Applications I has the 
following general objectives: 

·  Prepare students for advanced level instruction in 
business related courses. 

·  Introduce/enhance student knowledge of word 
processing (Word), spreadsheets (Excel), and 
presentations (PowerPoint). 

·  Develop understanding of the Internet and its 
relation to computer issues. 

·  Introduce students to the basics of hardware and 
software. 

·  Develop understanding of computer systems and 
their components. 

·  Introduce students to the International aspects of 
information technology and the global 
relationships created. 

·  Discuss the personal, social, and ethical issues 
currently involved in working with computer 
systems. 

These objectives were created through interaction 
with the instructors of the course, results of pre-
testings, several different versions of textbooks used 
in last 10 years, and recommendations from the 
Association of Information Technology Professionals. 

Information Literacy Lecture Section 

As stated earlier, the class “time frame” was set at 
75 minutes in order to provide sufficient time to cover 
the required topics for the hands-on application 
students. For instructors familiar with the attention 
span of many of today’s students, this time frame 
posed a definite problem for the lecture students. 
While appropriate for students actively engaged in 
hands-on activities, it was, to say the least, a struggle 
to maintain student interest and attention. This 
required many hours for planning and preparing the 
materials deemed important. The lead instructor had 
worked with online courses for many years and used 
the available technology in presenting the materials. 
The Internet section was completely online, so it was 
easy to use the Course Management Program, 
Blackboard, in enhancing the traditional sections. 

The first step was to review the many computer 
concepts textbooks available and select the most 
appropriate.  Succeeding with Technology (Computer 
System Concepts for Real Life) by Ralph Stair and 
Kenneth Baldauf was chosen. All twelve chapters of 
the text are included in the lecture with main 
emphasis on the following topics: Why Study 
Computers, Hardware and Software, the Internet, 
Networks and Database Systems, E-Commerce, and 
Societal and Ethical Issues. 

Since the lecture segment was approximately eight 
weeks in length, the twelve chapters were presented 
in three modules covering four chapters each. 
Students were required to read the chapters and 
review the instructor notes provided by the authors. 
Additionally, students had available PowerPoint 
presentations and special assignments created by the 
instructor.  A chapter review, presented at the 
conclusion of the chapter, was also recommended for 
students as a way to reinforce their reading of the full 
chapter content. Each chapter presented “Test 
Yourself,” a set of important questions related to the 
chapter learning objectives. Students were required to 
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utilize their word processing skills by typing each 
question and answer and submitting their work. 

The textbook provided the usual test banks, which 
were uploaded into Blackboard. From those, the 
instructor developed Chapter Study Labs, which 
included practice quizzes. Students were presented 
fifty multiple-choice questions for each chapter, 
which meant there were 200 questions for each 
module. While these study labs were worth no points, 
students were strongly encouraged to complete them 
since the module exam would be taken from that bank 
of questions. 

A typical lecture included a brief overview of what 
students should be studying and a PowerPoint 
presentation that hit only the high points. Students 
were reminded that they had the PowerPoints 
available as part of the Blackboard study package that 
they could view at their own pace. Additionally, 
students were presented special assignments that 
could be completed in class, as well as unannounced 
review quizzes. These could be a set of key words, 
phrases, and statements that required students to seek 
definitions from their textbook. While there are 
currently no “group projects,” lecture students are 
encouraged to work in teams. 

At the conclusion of the semester, a 
comprehensive final exam was given. This exam 
included the information covered in the lecture 
section as well as the hands-on section. Once again, 
students had available study materials such as key 
words, phrases, and statements, study labs, and notes. 
For the final all students, lecture and hands-on, took 
the exam on the designated exam date. With 90 plus 
students and one instructor, testing security is an 
ongoing concern. 

Applications Section 

For the new course design, the application section 
was divided into three training units: word 
processing, spreadsheet and presentation graphics. 
Microsoft’s Office 2003 was used in the labs as the 
software. The hands-ontraining consisted of 15 class 
meetings, 75 minutes each. At the first class meeting 
in fall of 2004, all students reported to the main 
lecture classroom. At that time they were divided into 
the different groups with the application groups going 
to their respective lab rooms. On the second day of 
class for the fall 2004 semester only, a pre-test 
consisting of word processing, spreadsheet, email and 

Internet problems was administered to the students. 
The remainder of the 14 class sessions were as follows: 

Word Processing 

 The pre-test of 2001 and the pre-test given in the 
fall of 2004 showed that students taking CIS 1800 
have good word processing technical skills. The 
students scored 70% and 82%, respectively. (See 
Table 1.) However, few were able to type the given 
business letter correctly. Eight assignments were 
chosen to be covered in this section: modified block 
letter, block letter, interoffice memorandums, 
resumes, tables, flyers, merging, and leftbound 
reports. An extra assignment was designed to help 
meet the AACSB international component as well as 
to reinforce report competency; students were 
required to create a three-to-four-page leftbound 
report on business practices of a chosen foreign 
country. These assignments were printed in the 
mandatory workbook that each student purchased. 
Three class meetings were devoted to the 
assignments, with a fourth class meeting for their 
word processing production test. 

Table 1 

Pre-Test Scores Fall 2001 and 2004 
 

 Objective 
Test  

Word 
Processing 

Internet Email  Spread-
sheet 

2001 62% 70% 88% n/a 28% 
2004 52% 82% 92% 88% 26% 

Spreadsheet 

The pre-tests confirmed what was suspected by the 
instructors of the course in that students had poor 
spreadsheet skills before taking the class. They scored 
only 28% in 2001 and 26% in 2004. Because of these 
low scores, seven class sessions were allocated to the 
teaching of Excel with the last class period for the 
spreadsheet production test. To supplement the 
teaching, a book Microsoft Office Excel 2003 by 
Redings & Werner (published by  Course 
Technology) was chosen. The book is relatively short 
with step-by-step illustrations. The students are 
required to work through the entire book with the 
exception of the Macro unit. 

Presentation Graphics 

As more and more courses require the students to 
make presentations to the class or professor, 
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presentation graphics software has become extremely 
popular. Microsoft’s PowerPoint is introduced and 
covered in two lab class sessions. The PowerPoint 
assignments are printed in the workbook. 

Workbook 

In 1995, the authors developed a workbook with 
examples of proper business documents and reports 
and several comprehensive spreadsheet problems. 
The workbook was sold through the local bookstores. 
For the fall of 2004, there were 15 pages dedicated to 
word processing, 15 pages for spreadsheet, and 8 
pages for presentation graphics. The book was printed 
by the College of Business’s chapter of Business 
Professionals of America, which sells the book as a 
fundraiser to the local bookstores for resale to the 
students enrolled in CIS 1800. 

Comparisons and Comment 

At the time this manuscript was prepared, the 
course model described above has been used for three 
semesters (fall 2004 and 2005, and spring 2005) and 
is being used in the present semester, spring 2006. 
The authors believe that this model is a success for 
several reasons, some factual and some from the 
teaching experience. When comparing the last three 
semesters for this model with the three previous 
semesters (spring 2003 and 2004, fall 2003) the data 
reveal that (1) students’ grade point average increased 
from 2.7 to 3.2 on a 4-point scale, (2) the number of 
overall sections decreased from 26 to 19 or 27%, (3) 
the number of daytime sections where the model 
described is in effect decreased from 17 to 8 or 53%, 
(4) the number of students served in the daytime 
sections increased from 396 to 464 or 17%, (5) the 
dropout rate remained at 10% and (6) the number of 
students receiving a grade of “F” for the course 
remained at 6%.  

The students are obviously happier with higher 
grades. At the end of each semester, students fill out 
evaluation forms for their classes. The CIS 1800 
instructors are consistently rated an average of 4.2 (on 
a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 being Excellent) on their 
instructional quality.  

The university’s administration is also very happy 
with the increased enrollment and fewer faculty. One 
side effect, that the authors feel has helped in the 
overall success of the model, is the fact that with 
fewer sections needed, the same instructors are used 

to deliver the course, giving much needed stability to 
the implementation of the model. While the model 
will still require some minor changes as the needs of 
the students and administration change, the authors 
are satisfied that they have developed a successful 
model with CIS 1800 Microcomputer Applications I: 
Introduction to Information Technology. 
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Abstract 

Training programs and departments continue to be scrutinized and held accountable to realize returns on 
training investment. This exploratory study examined the evaluation processes, evaluation tools, and problems 
of evaluating training programs experienced by four medium-sized industries. Through interviews and review of 
evaluation documents, data were collected from four on-the-job training programs. The examined organizations 
evaluate mainly the participants’ reaction and learning. Very little to nothing is done to evaluate behavior or 
calculate return on investment. Development of evaluation instruments and analysis of evaluation data were 
among problems cited by trainers. 
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Introduction 

Evaluation of training is a systematic process to 
provide feedback useful to correct errors or allow an 
organization to learn from its experiences (O’Connor, 
Bronner, & Delaney, 1996). According to Phillips 
(1997), evaluation is generally undertaken to improve 
the Human Resources Development (HRD) processes 
and for the following specific purposes: determine 
success in accomplishing program objectives; identify 
strengths and weaknesses in the HRD process; decide 
who should participate in future programs; test the 
clarity and validity of tests; identify successful 
participants; and gather data for marketing future 
programs. 

Evaluating training is critical for a number of other 
reasons: (a) without evaluation, organizations have no 
reliable way of knowing whether money spent on 
training is being put to good use (Ostroff, 1991); (b) 
evaluation proves worthiness of training programs 
(Jackson, 1989); (c) evaluation shows the benefits of 
training in terms of cost; and (d) evaluation is useful 

when economic realities force difficult decisions on 
how organizational budgets should be allocated 
(Grove & Ostroff, 1990). The importance of 
evaluating training programs is clear. Annually, 
organizations in the US spend $30 billion on training 
programs and about 10 % of that expenditure on 
evaluation (Magdy, 1999). However, the extent to 
which medium-sized organizations that often lack 
resources and expertise evaluate training programs 
remains unclear.   

Several models, taxonomies, or frameworks for 
evaluating training exist. Among these are 
Kirkpatrick, Kaufmann, CIRO, CIPP, and Phillips. 
According to Phillips (1997), Kirkpatrick’s model is 
widely used. In 1997, the American Society of 
Training and Development (ASTD) found 67 % of 
organizations surveyed using the model for evaluating 
training programs (Association of Training and 
Development, 1997). The model has four levels: 
reaction, learning, behavior, and results.  
Respectively, the levels in the model measure 
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customer satisfaction, whether participants have 
acquired knowledge and/or increased skills, behavior 
changes, and impact of training on organizational 
results (Kirkpatrick, 1987). An organization’s training 
results may include changes on aspects targeted by 
the training such as reduction or increase in accidents 
or sales. All four levels of the model are important, 
but the higher levels provide more valuable 
information to organizations (Wilson, 2004). In 
general, the evaluation model is more difficult and 
time-consuming as one moves to higher levels (Van 
der Klink & Streumer, 2002), explaining why very 
few organizations using this model evaluate at level 4 
(Al-Athari & Zairi, 2002). One reason for the lack of 
evaluation at Kirkpatrick’s higher levels is that 
behavior on the job and organizational returns (for 
example, an increase in sales) are influenced by 
several factors, making it difficult to determine the 
extent to which training contributed to both these 
levels of effectiveness (Van der Klink and Streumer, 
2002).  

Some common evaluation models or frameworks 
evaluate characteristics similar to those evaluated in 
Kirkpatrick’s model while others incorporate 
additional characteristics to the model. Phillips’ five-
level framework is related to Kirkpatrick’s model and 
is gaining acceptance. This framework adds a fifth 
level, return on investment (ROI), to Kirkpatrick’s 
model (Phillips, 1997). Kaufman’s five-level 
framework also expands on Kirkpatrick’s model; 
level one includes the availability and quality of 
human, financial and physical resources input, and a 
level five that looks beyond the organization to the 
society and the surrounding environment (Phillips, 
1997). The CIRO (context, inputs, reactions, and 
outcomes) and CIPP (context, input, process and 
product) are two other common and similar models 
for evaluating training. In the CIRO model, context 
focuses on current operational context to determine 
training needs and objectives, while input evaluates 
training resources (Cooper, 1997). Reaction, like in 
Kirkpatrick’s model, measures customer satisfaction, 
while outcomes focus on improvement of subsequent 
training. In the CIPP model, the context and input are 
the same as in the CIRO model, while the process and 
product provide feedback on the implementation, and 
interpretation of the results, respectively (Cooper, 
1997). 

 Given the large sums of money spent by U.S. 
companies annually on training, expectations on 

training have shifted dramatically. Many 
organizations are scrutinizing their training programs 
and holding trainers more accountable to justify the 
cost of training to ROI (return on investment) and 
overall impact of training to the organization (Brown, 
2001). Despite current expectations to increase 
evaluation of training programs at higher levels, many 
organizations provide insufficient budgets that cause 
poor or inadequate evaluation (McEvoy & Buller, 
1990) and continue to focus on reaction evaluation, 
i.e., evaluating satisfaction of participants to training 
events (Al-Athari & Zairi, 2002). Such evaluation 
procedures often yield the least relevant information 
for the organizations (Wilson, 2004), and are 
therefore inadequate. Effective training program 
evaluation is hampered by the absence of an 
evaluation cookbook (Nichols, 2000), inadequate 
budgets (Gale, 2001), and lack of knowledge on what 
and how to evaluate (Mann, 1996). Given the 
expectations by organizations on trainers and lack of 
evaluation skills by trainers, establishing the current 
evaluation practices and extent to which organizations 
evaluate training is crucial.   

The problem, purpose and objectives 

As training departments are held accountable to 
ensure organizations get a sufficient return on 
investment, evaluation has become an integral part of 
training programs (Eseryel, 2002). In times of 
economic hardships, many training departments have 
to prove their worth; the training departments need to 
provide valid evidence of training's impact on their 
organization's bottom line (Brinkerhoff, 2006). But, 
despite the importance placed on evaluation, evidence 
indicates that evaluations of training programs are 
often inconsistent (Holcomb, 1993), and that many 
focus on satisfaction with training events that does 
not provide information really needed by the business 
(Wilson, 2004). Furthermore, a number of trainers do 
not know what to evaluate and how to evaluate 
(Mann, 1996), thus negatively affecting evaluation of 
training. For the small to medium-sized organizations 
that do not often have the human resource 
development expertise, infrastructure and general 
resources which larger organizations more frequently 
enjoy (Hill & Stewart, 2000), the lack of resources 
and expertise to train and evaluate programs may 
mean that very little or no evaluation of training is 
being done.  Small to medium-sized organizations 
make vital contributions to the economy. For 
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instance, in the manufacturing sector, about 99% of 
the nation's manufacturers are small to medium-sized; 
they account for more than half of the total value of 
U.S. production; and they employ nearly 12 million 
people (that is, more than two-thirds of all U.S. 
manufacturing employment) (National Institute of 
Standards and Technology, 2003). Given such a 
substantial contribution to the economy and their need 
to develop qualified workforce, the extent to which 
the medium-sized organizations providing in-house 
training measure the worthiness of their training 
programs would be of concern. 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the 
extent to which medium-sized organizations evaluate 
training programs. The study addressed four specific 
questions: 

1. Do the medium-sized organizations evaluate their 
training programs? 

2. What is the process of evaluating training in the 
selected organizations? 

3. What evaluation tools are used to evaluate 
training?  

4. What problems do trainers encounter when 
evaluating training programs?  

Method 

The exploratory qualitative study collected data 
through case studies of four training departments in 
four medium-sized organizations: a financial 
institution, a healthcare provider, a stationery 
distributor, and a plastic film manufacturer in a town 
in Indiana. The mid-sized business organizations were 
selected based on the IT Business Edge (2006) 
classification: small organizations (1-99 employees), 
mid-sized organizations (100-999 employees), large 
organizations (1,000–4,999 employees), and 
enterprise-class organizations of 5,000 or more 
employees. Seven private companies met the criteria 
for mid-sized organizations, but three of them out-
sourced training. Each selected private company was 
among the largest employers in the city. The 
organizations participating in the study had separate 
training departments that conduct in-house training.  

The case study approach, an appropriate method, 
allowed researchers to focus on “insight, discovery, 
and interpretation rather than hypothesis testing” 
(Merriam, 1988, p.10). Data were collected through 
telephone, face-to-face interviews of training 

personnel, and analysis of evaluation instruments 
used by the training departments. Respondents were 
asked questions on the evaluation process, tools, and 
training evaluation problems encountered within their 
organizations. Methodological triangulation, the use 
of multiple qualitative and/or quantitative methods to 
study the same phenomenon (Guinon, 2002) was used 
to ensure accuracy of the data (Denzin, 1984). In this 
study, data were collected through interviews and 
analysis of evaluation documents.  

Findings 

Data were collected from a non-random sample of 
four organizations; therefore, the reader is cautioned 
when generalizing the results to other medium-sized 
organizations. 

Do the organizations evaluate training programs? 

Three of the four organizations evaluated most of 
their training programs; however, they differed on the 
levels at which the evaluations were conducted. The 
financial institution was the only organization that did 
not conduct formal evaluation on any training 
program (see Table 1). Commenting on the lack of 
evaluation, the trainer for the financial institution 
said, “I don’t evaluate training because it’s not 
important. So I don’t pay much attention to that here.” 
The authors did not establish whether the trainer had 
the skills to evaluate or did not care to evaluate 
training. 

What is the process of evaluating training? 

The three organizations evaluated training 
programs using Kirkpatrick’s model and various 
tools. In all cases, the trainers conducted the 
evaluations.  At the stationery distributor, the 
evaluation process varied with the training program. 
Generally, a one-page evaluation form was completed 
at the end of a training session.  The trainers reviewed 
the information, but according to one trainer, “the 
information has not been used to make any changes to 
training programs.”  

For many training programs at the plastic 
manufacturer, the evaluation process involves taking 
an oral test and a proficiency test after the hands-on-
training.  The proficiency tests are given each day for 
three to four more days after the training to ensure 
employees have mastered the skills. Employees 
showing deficiencies are required to undergo 
additional training.  
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Table 1. 

Evaluation Levels and Tools Used by Mid-Size Organizations to Evaluate Training 
 
Organization                  Evaluate or Not?    E valuation Levels           Tools/Techniques Used 

Stationery Distributor             Yes                     Level 1                              Reaction 

Surveys/Questionnaires 

                                                                           Level 2                              Written Tests 

                                                                           Level 3                              Job Performance 

Evaluations 

Plastic Manufacturer              Yes                     Level 1                              Reaction Surveys/ 

Questionnaires 

                                                                           Level 2                              Interviews 

Financial Institution               No                       None                                 None 

Healthcare Provider               Yes                     Level 1                              Reaction Surveys/ 

Questionnaires 

                                                                          Level 2                              Written/Oral Tests, 

                                                                                                                    

Presentations/Demonstrations 

                                                                                                                    Simulations 

                                                                          Level 3                             Performance Appraisals 

                                                                                                                   Behavior Checklists 

 

While the training department for the financial 
institution does not evaluate any of its training 
programs, the healthcare provider evaluates all 
education and training programs. The training 
department for the healthcare provider offers courses 
in supervision, and time and conflict management. Its 
education department concentrates on health-related 
content. Commenting on the evaluation of training 
programs, the director of training said:  

Both departments conduct generic evaluations 
of their programs. Employees taking education 
courses take written tests, perform practical 
demonstrations, and use simulations to 
demonstrate acquired skills on expensive or 
contagious operations, in addition to the paper 
and pencil evaluations they complete.  

The reaction evaluation conducted by the 
healthcare provider focuses on the presentation 
techniques, content, facilities, training schedule, and 
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suggestions for improving training programs. 
Supervisors in the various departments evaluate 
behavior through performance appraisals, but no 
feedback is given to the trainers on how well or 
poorly the employees are doing. The clinical 
educators use written and skill tests to identify any 
deficiencies in trainees.  

What evaluation tools are used?  

The three organizations used paper and pencil 
surveys to evaluate trainees’ reactions, but these tools 
varied in detail. For example, the one used by the 
healthcare provider had Likert-type questions with 
open and closed-ended questions.  The evaluation 
instrument used by the plastic manufacturer required 
trainees to rate the effectiveness of the instructor, 
overall organization of training program, and the 
extent to which the knowledge gained was applicable 
to the work setting. The instrument also required 
trainees to highlight the program strengths and 
weakness, and provide suggestions for improvement.  
In addition to reaction surveys, the plastic 
manufacturer assessed employees’ learning through 
oral tests (multiple choice, filling in the blanks, and 
open-ended questions). Proficiency tests also were 
used to evaluate learning, while behavior was 
evaluated using a behavior checklist. 

What problems are encountered in evaluating 
training programs?  

Lack of time, resources, knowledge in developing 
evaluation instruments, and expertise to analyze 
evaluation data were identified as problems with 
evaluating training programs.  For example, 
healthcare trainers indicated that there was 
insufficient time for both training and evaluation. 
They also reported that there were too many 
employees requiring training. 

Small budgets for the training departments were 
identified as another challenge. All the organizations 
reported inadequate resources for the training 
departments, causing them to concentrate on training 
and ignore evaluation. Another problem identified by 
the trainers and also cited by ASTD (1997) was 
determining the impact of training on financial 
performance. The trainers also expressed lack of 
knowledge in developing instruments to collect 
evaluation data and ignorance about interpreting 
evaluation data. Evidence of the poorly designed 

evaluation instruments was seen in the actual survey 
tools being used.   

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The procedures for evaluating training compared 
in this study originated from a convenience sample of 
four different organizations in different industries.  
The organizations conducted on-the-job training 
programs, but differed on the extent of evaluation, 
evaluation processes, and evaluation tools used.  With 
the exception of the healthcare provider, the 
evaluation processes at the two other organizations 
were generic and covered mainly levels one and two 
of Kirkpatrick’s model.   

The training departments were concerned with the 
poor level of financial support. While insufficient 
financial support interferes with the quality of training 
programs, it is a source for poor or inadequate 
evaluations. Therefore, organizations expecting 
training programs to have a meaningful impact cannot 
afford to ignore the insufficient budget concerns and 
should commit adequate resources to training and 
evaluation.   

The real information needed by organizations may 
not be established without conducting proper training 
evaluation. Therefore, trainers need to design 
evaluation instruments that gather information on 
aspects that affect a training program. Evaluating 
training at Kirkpatrick’s level one is common, but this 
level alone does not provide adequate information. 
Other techniques to measure learning, performance on 
the job, and organization results should be used. A 
good example of an evaluation survey can be viewed 
at: 
http://www.businessballs.com/trainingevaluationtools
.pdf.  This site contains tools for evaluating learning, 
key learning objectives, an action plan-template and 
instruction, and templates for reaction surveys. Where 
appropriate, supervisors evaluating behavior need to 
share the information with trainers.  Unfortunately, 
most organizations do not have such a feedback 
mechanism. 

The trainers in this study expressed lack of 
expertise in evaluating training programs and 
analyzing evaluation data; therefore, training is 
needed in conducting effective evaluations. One 
source of help is through collaborative efforts with 
local colleges or universities. Students majoring in 
training and development on internships or industrial 
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attachments can help with training and evaluating 
training programs. Such an opportunity can provide 
students a chance to apply the acquired classroom 
knowledge and skills.  

With so much debate on effectiveness of 
evaluation strategies, a carefully designed evaluation 
plan that utilizes several tools may yield greater 
results for an organization. To assist trainers with 
proper training evaluation techniques, more studies 
highlighting effective evaluation processes and 
evaluation tools are recommended. 
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Abstract 

 
This article describes an experiment in cross-cultural training in business communication courses. Before 
completing an assessment of cross-cultural effectiveness, one group of students received no training and 
another group was provided with a three-hour, mixed-method approach to training. Students with cross-cultural 
training were more likely to recommend learning more about a foreign culture, correctly attribute reasons for 
foreign cultural behavior, and recommend actions that are compatible with a foreign business culture. Students 
with cross-cultural training were less likely to incorrectly attribute reasons for foreign cultural behavior. Each 
of these changes had moderate to relatively strong effects. This experiment examined students’ ability to achieve 
basic intercultural skills. It is recommended that in order to gain advanced intercultural skills, students need 
training that is significantly longer in time. 

 
Keywords: Cross-cultural training, intercultural co mmunication, business communication 

 
 
 

Introduction 

Business students and practitioners are 
increasingly required to possess intercultural skills. 
Americans increasingly take international work 
assignments; make international business trips; 
operate in international work teams; communicate 
with international colleagues, clients, and suppliers; 
and interact with an increasingly diverse domestic set 
of employees. As a result, authors of business 
communication texts have recognized the need for an 
intercultural skill set and have included sections about 
international business communication in textbooks 
(e.g., Guffey, 2006; Ober, 2006). 

This article focuses on how cross-cultural training 
in the business communication class setting can 
impact the development of intercultural skills. It 
describes an experiment relating to students’ ability to 
adapt to the Chinese business culture. While the 
context of this experiment is in business 
communication classes, the findings and conclusions 
can be applied to cross-cultural training in private 
industry as well. 

 

Literature Review and Conceptual 
Background 

This section provides a brief literature review and 
conceptual background in several areas. First, a 
description of effective cross-cultural adaptation is 
provided. Second, a brief review of research about the 
effectiveness of cross-cultural training is provided. 
Third, a description of basic opportunities and 
challenges that exist for Americans developing 
intercultural competence is provided. Finally, a 
section is provided about the importance of learning 
Chinese business culture since the experiment 
involved adapting to the Chinese business 
environment. 

Cross-cultural Adaptation 

Abundant research has addressed the factors that 
are involved in effective cross-cultural adaptation 
(Black & Mendenhall, 1990; Stroh, Black, 
Mendenhall, & Gregersen, 2005). The ability for 
expatriates to succeed in international environments 
can be classified into four dimensions: the self-
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oriented dimension, other-orientated dimension, 
perceptual dimension, and cultural-toughness 
dimension (Mendenhall & Oddou, 1985; Stroh et al, 
2005). The self-oriented dimension involves activities 
and attributes that serve to strengthen self-esteem, 
self-confidence, and mental hygiene. For example, 
expatriates who can continue enjoyable activities or 
hobbies, such as sports, in their international 
assignments are more likely to succeed. The others-
oriented dimension involves the ability to develop 
relationships with members of other cultures and to 
have a willingness to communicate. The perceptual 
dimension involves the ability to understand members 
of other cultures or make correct attributions about 
the reasons for their behaviors. Making correct 
attributions refers to the “cognitive skills that promote 
a correct perception of the host environment [foreign 
culture] and its social systems” (Black & Mendenhall, 
1990, p. 117). The cultural-toughness dimension 
relates to the difficulty level of adapting to a 
particular culture. Assignments in most Asian, 
Middle-Eastern, and African countries are considered 
the most difficult for Americans to adapt to (GMAC, 
2004; Mendenhall & Oddou, 1985; Stroh et al, 2005). 

In this paper cross-cultural assessment was built 
primarily upon the others-oriented dimension and the 
perceptual dimension. Since China is one of the more 
difficult countries for American workers to adapt to, 
the cultural-toughness dimension was a given. The 
self-oriented dimension was not addressed because it 
involves actually working overseas. 

Cross-cultural Training 

Research about cross-cultural training has found 
that cross-cultural learning is enhanced as more 
diverse teaching and learning strategies are used, the 
length of time and number of training sessions are 
increased, and skills-based methods are implemented. 
Initial stages of training should include knowledge-
based activities that involve the understanding and 
retention of concepts. Knowledge-based training 
resources include area briefings, books, videos, and/or 
CD and web-based formats. Final stages in training 
should involve the development of skills through 
practice. Interactive language training, case studies, 
and simulations (such as role plays) are effective tools 
that can bring foreign concepts alive. Most companies 
provide knowledge-based training. Yet, trainees 
remember only about 17% of the material presented 
in lectures, compared to 85% from more rigorous 

training methods such as simulations (Cardon, 2006; 
Fowler & Blohm, 2004; Stroh et al, 2005).  

Unfortunately, most American businesspersons 
who take international work assignments receive little 
or no cross-cultural training – only 26% of American 
companies provide mandatory training (GMAC, 
2004; Stroh et al, 2005). In the scant research that 
addresses the effectiveness of cross-cultural training, 
results are less positive than previously believed and 
in many cases ambiguous (Mendenhall, Stahl, Ehnert, 
Oddou, Osland, & Kuhlman, 2004; Morris & Robie, 
2001, Littrell & Salas, 2005). Some recent studies 
have reported that cross-cultural training has had no 
effect on performance as measured by failure rates 
(Edmond, 2002) and adjustment (Selmer, 2005).  

Opportunities and Challenges for Americans in 
Cross-cultural Learning 

Generally, business students express great 
enthusiasm for learning about other cultures. This is 
reflected by recent surveys that show that 89% of 
American teens express interest in traveling 
internationally, and 80% are interesting in learning 
another language (Mason, 2005). However, despite an 
apparent interest in foreign countries, Americans are 
generally known for their lack of international 
knowledge. A frequent barometer of this fact is the 
American inability to identify the leaders of countries 
around the world. For example, a recent survey found 
that few Americans could name the leaders of Canada 
(6%), Israel (37%), Russia (40%), and England (51%) 
(Carlson, 2003).  

One of the great challenges for Americans in 
learning about other cultures is the geographic 
isolation of the United States and the preference for 
using English in business around the world. However, 
Americans have abundant opportunity to learn by 
experience about other cultures without traveling. 
Between 22% and 51% of Americans, depending on 
region, interact daily with non-English speakers 
simply by virtue of where they live and work (Ober, 
2006). 

One particular challenge in fostering increased 
interest in business students’ desire to learn about 
other cultures is increasingly negative feelings by 
Americans toward other countries and by members of 
other countries toward the United States. In the case 
of China, far more Americans (53%) have mainly 
negative attitudes toward China than have mainly 
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positive attitudes (35%) toward China (PIPA & 
Globescan, 2006). Despite the fact that increasingly 
antagonistic feelings are largely related to political 
events, Americans increasingly view the importance 
of international business negatively. For the first time 
since 1992, most Americans consider foreign trade a 
threat, not an opportunity, to the American economy 
(Dennis, 2005). 

Importance of Learning Chinese Business 
Culture 

The importance of China as a trading partner of 
the United States increasingly necessitates that 

American business students and businesspersons 
become familiar with Chinese business culture. China 
is now the largest trading partner of the United States 
outside of North America (U. S. Census Bureau, 
2006). Since 2000 total trade between the United 
States and China has increased by over 145% (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2006), and the number of Americans 
traveling to China has increased by 46% (through 
2004) even with post-9/11 downturns in travel to 
other regions in the world (CNTO, 2006a, 2006b) 
(see Figure 1). 

 

 

 

Figure 1 

Trade with China and Amount of Business Trips to China 

Total Trade Between China and USA, 2000-2005
Total Number of Trips by Americans to China, 2000-2 004
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Methods 

This section describes the methods used to 
examine the effectiveness of cross-cultural training in 
business communication classes and includes the 
following areas: research questions, intervention and 
sample, instrumentation, and data analysis. 

Research Questions 

Research questions were created to address 
whether a short amount of cross-cultural training 
(approximately three hours) would significantly 
increase the following: decisions to invest in China, 
correct attributions of Chinese behaviors, willingness 
to learn more about Chinese culture, and business 
recommendations compatible with Chinese culture. 
The following research questions were addressed: (1) 
Will students who have had cross-cultural training 
about China be more likely to make an investment 
decision to expand internationally? (2) Will students 
who have had cross-cultural training about China be 
more likely to want to learn more about Chinese 
culture? (3) Will students who have had cross-cultural 
training about China be less likely to make incorrect 
attributions about Chinese culture? (4) Will students 
who have had cross-cultural training about China be 
more likely to make correct attributions about 
Chinese culture? (5) Will students who have had 
cross-cultural training about China be more likely to 
make recommendations that are compatible with 
Chinese cultural values? 

Intervention and Sample 

The sample for this experiment was 96 university 
students majoring in management. At the time of the 
experiment, nearly all students were juniors or seniors 
and had completed their foreign language 
requirements. The 96 students were in four business 
communication classes. Two classes (53 students) 
received no cross-cultural training prior to the 
intercultural effectiveness assessment, and two 
classes (43 students) received two class periods 
(approximately three hours) of cross-cultural training 
prior to the intercultural effectiveness assessment. 

The cross-cultural training was provided by the 
instructor of record and extended over one week. The 
two class periods preceding the assessment were 
devoted to intercultural communication. The first 
class was a general introduction to intercultural 

communication and was largely based on the 
information from the business communications 
textbook used in the course (Ober, 2006). Part of the 
class was devoted to a 15-minute video presentation, 
and students participated in a case study about an 
international business situation. For the second class 
the focus was on Chinese business culture. The 
instructor, who has three years of work experience in 
China, explained basic principles of Chinese business 
culture, including a discussion about the importance 
of relationships, personal communication, and 
patience. He concluded with several personal 
examples of doing business with the Chinese that 
mirrored circumstances in the case. For example, he 
described the use of mutual acquaintances to get to 
know people, spending significant amounts of time 
socializing with business contacts, using face-to-face 
meetings rather than written communications to 
develop trust, and spending time with Chinese 
employees at factories. For the final portion of this 
class period, students were asked to do an in-class 
assignment and write a short one-page description 
about important aspects of doing business in China. 
They were referred to the following website: 
http://www.executiveplanet.com/business-etiquette 
/China.html. A variety of methods were employed in 
the cross-cultural training, including PowerPoint 
presentations that included lectures and pictures, 
descriptions of genuine cross-cultural conflicts and 
related solutions, a video presentation, a written 
assignment about Chinese business culture, and a case 
study that simulated cross-cultural experience. 

Assessment 

Cross-cultural adaptation was assessed in terms of 
responses to a case study about cross-cultural 
communication in China. The case, entitled “LA 
Silks,” is taken from a special issue of Business 
Communication Quarterly devoted to case studies 
(Beamer, 1998). The case describes a situation in 
which a silk screening company is contemplating 
building a factory in the Shenzhen area in China. 
Company representatives spend nearly a year 
researching the possibility. During this time they 
primarily communicate with the director of the 
Shenzhen Urban Construction Bureau. Company 
representatives made one trip to Asia, spending three 
days in Hong Kong with long-time suppliers and two 
days with the director in Shenzhen. The vast majority 
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of communication during this period, however, is 
through letters and faxes. Company executives 
become increasingly exasperated as letters from the 
director are not responded to promptly and lack 
sufficient detail to answer their questions. Ultimately, 
the LA Silks president decides that a decision should 
be made about operating a factory in China. Students 
were given standard instructions about writing a 
memo about whether to invest in a factory in China. 
Part of the assignment directions asked students to 
provide explanations for prior Chinese behavior and 
include recommendations for actions to be taken. It is 
important to mention that while the case study 
provides a realistic scenario of the confusion business 
executives may experience when interacting with a 
foreign culture, the case provides ample and explicit 
statements about Chinese business culture, and 
individuals with basic intercultural skills should be 
able to recognize proper attributions for Chinese 
behavior and make recommendations that are 
compatible with Chinese norms. 

Data Analysis 

Student responses to the case were coded to 
determine cross-cultural effectiveness. The coding 
was framed in terms of the following dimensions of 
cross-cultural adaptation: the others-oriented 
dimension and the perceptual dimension. The others-
oriented dimension was divided into two categories: 
learning and correct behaviors. The learning category 
involved the degree to which students demonstrated a 
willingness to learn more about Chinese culture and 
was coded in two ways: learn about China and seek 
advice. Statements that recommended that LA Silks 
personnel personally attempt to learn more about 
Chinese culture were coded as learn about China. 
Statements that recommended that LA Silks 
personnel learn more about Chinese culture from 
others, such as by seeking the advice of other 
American companies currently located in China, were 
coded as seek advice. The correct behaviors category 
involved the degree to which students recommended 
actions consistent with Chinese culture and was coded 
in five ways: hire employees with cultural expertise, 
use more personal forms of communication, arrange 
trips to personally meet with Chinese counterparts, 
use Hong Kong suppliers to act as intermediaries in 
developing relationships or resolving matters, and 
other general statements about building stronger 
relationships. 

The perceptual dimension was coded into two 
categories: incorrect attributions and correct 
attributions. Incorrect attributions included 
statements in four areas: the Chinese contact person 
cannot be trusted, Chinese employees cannot be 
trusted, the Chinese business process cannot be 
trusted, and the Chinese people cannot be trusted. 
Correct attributions included statements in three 
areas: Chinese prefer personal forms of 
communication; Chinese value close relationships; 
and Chinese take time to develop relationships. 

Once the responses were coded, the data was 
analyzed with Chi-square (� 2) tests in terms of 
individual items and in terms of the research 
questions relating to the following areas: business 
decision, correct attribution, incorrect attribution, 
learning, and correct behavior. Phi correlation 
coefficients (r) were used to measure effect size. The 
following interpretations were used for the phi 
measures: .00-.01: negligible; .1-.2: weak; .2-.4: 
moderate; .4-.6: relatively strong; .6-.8: strong; and 
.8-1: very strong (Kotrlik & Williams, 2003).  

Findings 

Out of the 15 coded items, 8 items were 
significantly different between the groups (see Table 
1). In particular, students who had received cross-
cultural training were significantly more likely to 
suggest learning about China (� 2 (1, N = 96) = 6.41, p 
= .01); correctly attribute miscommunications to the 
fact that Chinese value relationships (� 2 (1, N = 96) = 
4.37, p = .04) and take time to develop relationships 
(� 2 (1, N = 96) = 3.84, p = .05); and suggest the 
appropriate behaviors of hiring employees with 
cultural expertise (� 2 (1, N = 96) = 11.81, p = .001) 
and arranging personal visits to meet with Chinese 
counterparts (� 2 (1, N = 96) = 6.44, p = .01). Students 
with training were significantly less likely to 
incorrectly attribute Chinese behavior to the 
following reasons: Chinese employees cannot be 
trusted (� 2 (1, N = 96) = 9.42, p = .002) and the 
Chinese business process cannot be trusted (� 2 (1, N = 
96) = 5.41, p = .02). In terms of effect sizes, items 
with significant differences fell in ranges that were 
weak to moderate. The weakest significant effect size 
was identifying the Chinese tendency to take longer 
to develop relationships (r = .20). The strongest 
significant effect size was recommending hiring 
employees with cultural expertise (r = .35).
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Table 1 

Chi square tests for coded items 

Item 
Without 
training 
(n=53) 

With 
training 
(n=43) 

� 2 p r 

Decision to invest in China (D) 32 (60.4%) 34 (79.1%) 3.861 .049* .201 

Learn more about China (L) 22 (41.5%) 29 (67.4%) 6.411 .011* .258 

Seek advice (L) 6 (11.3%) 6 (14.0%) .150 .698 .055 

Contact person cannot be trusted (IA) 13 (24.5%) 5 (11.6%) 2.593 .107 -.164 

Chinese employees cannot be trusted (IA) 21 (39.6%) 5 (11.6%) 9.421 .002** -.313 

Chinese business process cannot be trusted (IA) 20 (37.7%) 7 (16.3%) 5.407 .020* -.237 

Chinese cannot be trusted (IA) 14 (26.4%) 7 (16.3%) 1.427 .232 -.122 

Chinese prefer personal communication (CA) 1 (1.9%) 3 (7.0%) 1.540 .215 .127 

Chinese value close relationships (CA) 2 (3.8%) 7 (16.3%) 4.370 .037* .213 

Chinese take time to develop relationships (CA) 1 (1.9%) 5 (11.6%) 3.844 .050* .200 

Hire employees with cultural expertise (CB) 6 (11.3%) 18 (41.9%) 11.809 .001** .351 

Use more personal forms of communication with 
Chinese counterparts (CB) 

1 (1.9%) 3 (7.0%) 1.540 .215 .127 

Arrange trip to personally meet with Chinese 
officials/counterparts (CB) 

1 (1.9%) 7 (16.3%) 6.437 .011* .259 

Use Hong Kong suppliers to act as intermediaries 
in developing relationships (CB) 

1 (1.9%) 0 (0.0%) .820 .365 -.092 

Build strong relationships with Chinese 
counterparts (CB) 

4 (7.5%) 7 (16.3%) 1.784 .182 .136 

Note. Acronyms in parentheses following each item belong to the following categories: D=Decision; L=Learn 
about China; IA=Incorrect attribution; CA=Correct attribution; CB=Correct behavior. *p < .05. ** p < .01. 

Table 2 

Chi square tests for research questions  

Category 
Without training 

(n=53) 
With training 

(n=43) � 2 p r 

Should invest in China 32 (60.4%) 34 (79.1%) 3.861 .049* .201 
Learning 23 (43.4%) 31 (72.1%) 7.944 .005** .288 

Incorrect attributions 27 (50.9%) 11 (25.6%) 6.385 .012* .258 

Correct attributions 2 (3.8%) 9 (20.9%) 6.888 .009** .268 
Correct behaviors 10 (18.9%) 26 (60.5%) 17.526 .000** .427 
Note. Frequencies in this table refer to number of students who named at least one item in the category. *p < 
.05. ** p < .01. 

 

For the categories relating to each of the five 
research questions, all areas were significant (see 
Table 2). In other words, students with cross-cultural 
training were more likely to decide to invest in China 
(� 2 (1, N = 96) = 3.86, p = .05), more likely to 
recommend learning more about Chinese business 

culture (� 2 (1, N = 96) = 7.94, p = .005), less likely to 
incorrectly attribute reasons for Chinese behavior (� 2 
(1, N = 96) = 6.39, p = .01), more likely to correctly 
attribute reasons for Chinese behavior (� 2 (1, N = 96) 
= 6.89, p = .01), and more likely to recommend 
actions that are compatible with Chinese business 
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culture (� 2 (1, N = 96) = 17.53, p = .000). In terms of 
effect sizes, each of the changes was considered 
moderate (ranging from r = .20 to r = .29) with the 
exception of recommending correct behaviors, which 
was a relatively strong effect size (r = .43). 

Discussion and Recommendations 

This study demonstrated that a short (three hours), 
mixed-method (e.g., lectures, video presentation, and 
case study simulation) format of cross-cultural 
training can have a significant impact on learning of 
basic cross-cultural competencies for interacting with 
highly dissimilar cultures,  such as the Chinese 
culture. These significant results, however, should be 
viewed in terms of the impact such learning has on 
future job performance. 

Certainly, the fact that basic cross-cultural 
competencies can be learned rather quickly with a 
mixed-method approach should be encouraging to 
business educators and trainers. However, this case 
was created on a basic level. In other words, for 
business students to operate effectively in a diverse 
workplace, they will need a more complex skill set. 
Furthermore, the researcher was surprised how many 
students who had the cross-cultural training were still 
unable to complete some of the competencies. For 
example, while it is true that the strongest impact was 
for students to make recommendations for action that 
were compatible with Chinese business culture such 
as recommending face-to-face meetings or using 
intermediaries, only 60.5% of students who had 
completed the training made such recommendations. 
Despite a significant portion of the training being 
devoted to contrasting the low-context 
communication patterns of Americans and the high-
context communication patterns of Chinese, nearly 
40% of students were unable to make 
recommendations that were sensitive to the Chinese 
preference for more personal and relationship-
oriented communication strategies. This implies that 
additional time is needed for many individuals to 
arrive at even a basic intercultural skills level.  

Since cross-cultural communication competencies 
are considered an integral component of business 
communication courses, future research should 
continue to address the effectiveness of integrating 
these competencies into the curriculum. This study 

should be considered a valuable beginning; however, 
one of the limitations in this study that should be 
addressed in future studies is a lack of pre-tests. 
Future research should include pre-tests to ensure pre-
experimental group equivalency.  

For business communication courses, it is 
recommended that instructors should focus on 
measuring intercultural competencies in terms of 
research-driven dimensions of performance. In this 
case the categories of learning, correct attribution, 
incorrect attribution, and correct behaviors tied 
directly to the others-oriented and perceptions 
dimensions of intercultural effectiveness described in 
the literature review. Developing these skills, which 
involve understanding the reasons for behaviors in 
other cultures and acting appropriately in other 
cultures, requires both theory and practice. This 
means that in addition to lectures about intercultural 
communication, business communication instructors 
should provide in-class activities such as case studies 
and role plays to maximize skill development. 
Business communication instructors should expect 
most students to arrive at a level of basic competency. 
To develop intermediate and advanced competencies, 
which will be needed for many business students to 
work effectively, a stand-alone intercultural 
communications class will be needed. 

For cross-cultural training in private industry, this 
study reinforces the notion that training requires a 
significant time investment for employees to gain 
advanced competencies. While one- or two-day 
training sessions are less expensive and more 
convenient, this amount of time may only allow 
development of basic intercultural skills. 

Summary 

This article has described an experiment in cross-
cultural training in business communication courses. 
A description of research about cross-cultural 
effectiveness and cross-cultural training was 
provided. A three-hour, mixed-method cross-cultural 
training method was demonstrated to have significant 
impacts on cross-cultural learning. A discussion of 
these results was provided in order to describe how 
these findings impact future student performance in a 
multi-cultural workplace. 
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Abstract 

Although ETS does not report discipline specific scores for individual students taking the Major Field Test 
(MFT) in business, the summary report of the discipline specific indicators may be a useful curriculum 
assessment tool. This paper examines the reliability of these indicators with respect to student course grades 
and the ETS-MFT total score reported for each student. 
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Introduction 

The AACSB requires member institutions with 
teaching missions to directly assess teaching 
effectiveness as a means of validating the member’s 
success in meeting mission objectives and to identify 
areas that need improvement. In effect, the additional 
measures provide another benchmark as to whether a 
business degree program fulfills its student learning 
objectives and compensates for potential grade 
inflation or bias that may occur within courses or 
within an institution. Methods for measuring 
outcomes include rubics, pre and post testing, 
standardized questions embedded in course exams, 
and comprehensive standardized tests. The AACSB 
provides several links and examples on its web site 
that explain these measurement techniques in detail. 

Having an assessment tool to evaluate a student’s 
knowledge of specific business disciplines (e.g., 
accounting, finance, marketing or management) would 
assist curriculum directors in evaluating the teaching 
effectiveness, meeting mission goals. Furthermore, it 
would be advantageous if the assessment tool 
incorporates a nationally standardized test because it 
would add to the validity of the assessment tool and 
facilitate comparison with peer institutions.  

The author of this paper uses a nationally 
standardized exam to evaluate students’ performance 
in business disciplines within an undergraduate 
program. In order to produce an effective assessment 
tool, the author compared results of the standardized 
exam to students’ course grades. This allowed the 
author to determine whether course grading within 
disciplines reflected students’ performance on the 
standardized exam. By making this comparison 
between course grades and standardized test results it 
provided a practical tool for analyzing the 
effectiveness of the undergraduate program in 
fulfilling its mission as a teaching institution.  

Major Field Test In Business 

Many AACSB members have elected to use the 
Educational Testing Services’ Major Field Test in 
Business (ETS-MFT) to accomplish the goal of 
assessing learning outcomes. Typically, students take 
the two-hour multiple-choice exam within a semester 
of graduating. The scoring report returned to the 
institution by ETS contains an individually reliable 
total score for each student that took the exam that can 
be compared to the institution’s average overall score 
and a national average score. Educational Testing 
Service (2003) states on its web site that “total scores 
are considered reliable at the individual level, and 
decisions about individual students can be made based 
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on the scores.” In addition, the ETS report contains a 
mean percent correct for eight separate assessment 
indicators that represent the major disciplines in 
business: accounting, economics, marketing, 
management, finance, quantitative analysis, legal and 
social environment, and international issues. These 
assessment indicators result from clustering test 
questions that pertain to a major discipline in business. 
Assessment indicator scores are reported as mean 
(average) percent correct for a subset of test questions 
for the group of students tested. Since only group 
means are reported, assessment indicators lack 
reliability on an individual student level. The 
institution can then compare their results with other 
schools by accessing a report of mean and median 
scores compiled by ETS on its web site. According to 
Educational Testing Service (2003), the assessment 
indicators “increase(s) an institution's ability to 
examine the performance of groups of students on 
various elements of the curriculum.” 

The ETS-MFT report sent to the institution only 
contains group score averages for the separate eight 
assessment indicators. It does not contain assessment 
indicator scores for individual students. Hence, the 
institution has no information on how a student 
performed in the eight disciplines. At this time, ETS 
does not promulgate this information to the 
administrators of the Major Field Test in Business. 
However, some of the Major Field Tests, e.g., 
biology, chemistry, economics, education, history, 
literature in English, music, physics, political science, 
psychology, and sociology provide individually 
reliable sub-scores of disciplines within a major. 
Unfortunately, these data are not available for the 
MFT in business.  

Consequently, a discipline specific review of a 
business curriculum may be difficult to accomplish 
with only an aggregate measure of a student’s 
performance in all disciplines. Nonetheless, the 
discipline specific assessment indicators may still 
provide useful information pertaining to a business 
curriculum. By only focusing on the students’ mean 
scores, an analysis of the ETS-MFT results may miss 
significant variability occurring in the underlying 
disciplines. By way of illustration, the mean total 
score may remain constant over time. At the same 
time, two assessment indicators may be orthogonal to 
one another, such as the marketing assessment 
indicator may show a positive trend, whereas the 
economic assessment indicator may show a negative 

trend. Although these trends would cancel one another 
and create a steady mean total score, administrators 
may want to ascertain causality of the trends in the 
two assessment indicators. This requires additional 
data on individual student course grades. Thus, the 
assessment indicators may provide valuable 
supplemental information that allows administrators to 
examine separate disciplines within the curriculum.  

Literature Review 

Using achievement testing for assessing students 
and their curriculum has become common practice in 
academia. From kindergarten through college, 
educators require students to undergo achievement 
testing as a means to evaluate and justify their 
curriculum. In addition, academic programs often use 
standardized test scores as a threshold for acceptance 
into their programs. Schools often cite their students’ 
standardized test scores as evidence of academic 
success, and U.S. News and World Report publishes 
an annual list of average college entrance exams for 
readers to consider when selecting a university. Thus, 
academic administrators typically use standardized 
testing as either a criterion for admissions or as a 
measurement of their educational outcomes. Also, 
guilds and licensing authorities frequently require 
satisfactory performance by an individual on a 
standardized exam before awarding membership into 
their association. Because of the intended use of 
standardized testing, much of the academic research in 
this area can be classified into two separate groups: 
(1) standardized testing as a predictor of a student’s 
success in a program , and (2) student program 
performance as a predictor of success on standardized 
testing.  

Typically, the analysis in the first group uses a 
standardized test score as an independent variable and 
a measurement of a student’s success in the program 
(e.g., grade point average) as the dependent variable in 
a statistical model. For example, Wright and Palmer 
(1994) examined the validity of using GMAT scores 
as a predictor of a student’s GPA in an MBA program. 
Their results supported earlier research (Paolillo, 
1982) that argued against using standardized tests as a 
single criterion for admissions to a program because 
of the marginally significant relationship between 
GMAT scores and graduate GPA. Another study by 
Armstrong and Carty (2003) examined the ability of 
SAT scores to predict freshman GPA. Their results 
also showed a weak correlation between SAT scores 
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and GPA. A recent study (Doyle  & Wood, 2005) 
used a standardized test in economics (TUCE) as a 
predictor of a student’s grade in an advanced 
undergraduate business course. The authors’ goal was 
to determine the validity of using the TUCE score as 
an entrance requirement to the course. Although their 
results showed a significant relationship between the 
TUCE score and course GPA, the authors concluded 
that the “modest contribution” from the assessment 
score relative to other available measures of a 
student’s academic performance did not warrant the 
expense of the TUCE test.  

The second group of research on standardized 
testing uses a student’s program performance as a 
predictor of success on a standardized test. Unlike the 
above studies, this group reverses the statistical model 
by using standardized test scores as the dependent 
variable and student demographic and academic 
information as the independent variables. 
Brahmasrene and Whitten (2001) examined factors 
that contribute to success on the CPA exam. Their 
study contained a survey of CPA candidates that took 
the exam in 1998. The authors’ results indicated that 
accounting work experience and gender were the most 
significant factors attributing to success on the CPA 
exam. Wentzel, O’Toole, and Millner (1991) 
developed a PROBIT regression model for predicting 
a student’s score on the test of economic literacy 
(TEL). The authors included gender, SAT score, 
several measures of a student’s teacher characteristics, 
and the amount of homework done by the student each 
night as independent variables. Results of their 
analysis showed the SAT score as the most significant 
predictor of a student’s score on the TEL.  

The following studies investigated factors that 
contribute to a student’s success on the ETS-MFT. All 
of these studies used the ETS-MFT score as the 
dependent variable in a statistical model with student 
academic and demographic data serving as 
independent variables. None of the studies 
investigated the relationship between discipline 
specific assessment indicators and student groups. In 
addition, the studies did not perform longitudinal 
studies of changes in the ETS-MFT total score or the 
discipline specific assessment indicators. 

Allen and Bycio (1997) compared ETS-MFT 
scores with gender, business core GPA, total GPA and 
SAT scores. Results of their analysis showed a 
significant correlation with the proxies for intellect, 

business core GPA, total GPA and SAT. However, 
their analysis did not find any gender-based 
differences in the ETS-MFT scores. Mirchandani, 
Lynch and Hamilton (2001) compared ETS-MFT 
scores to SAT scores, core business course grades, 
total GPA, transfer status, and gender. The authors 
used factor analysis to create three independent 
variables that represented proxies for average course 
grades in quantitative, qualitative, and economic 
fields. Their regression analysis also showed student 
SAT scores explained the highest percentage of the 
ETS-MFT score variance. Results of their model 
found only a marginally significant relationship 
between ETS scores and the measure of quantitative 
course GPA. The other two proxies failed to show any 
significance when SAT scores were included in the 
model. The authors examined transfer student records 
separately because transfer student records do not 
include SAT scores. Without including SAT scores as 
an independent variable in the regression model, the 
authors found that only the quantitative factor 
significantly explained the ETS-MFT score’s 
variance. Black and Duhon’s (2003) study found 
similar results to the previous research. ETS-MFT 
scores were highly correlated with ACT scores, 
business core GPA, a composite quantitative business 
GPA, and overall GPA.  

The research on ETS-MFT scores consistently 
found the strongest relationship with student scores on 
standardized achievement tests (SAT and ACT). In 
the absence of SAT scores, the research indicated a 
marginally significant relationship between the ETS-
MFT scores and course grades. Hence, a student’s 
previous score on a standardized achievement test 
may be the most reliable and valid predictor of a 
student’s ETS-MFT score. As noted by Mirchandani, 
Lynch and Hamilton (2001) “the strong association 
between SAT and ETS scores may be, in part, an 
artifact due to the method (same type of standardized 
test) and the source (both tests are developed by 
ETS).” Also, the research indicated that a student’s 
grades in quantitative and economic subjects provide 
the next best predictor for ETS-MFT scores when 
standardized test scores are unavailable. Also, a 
student’s major may be a factor in predicting ETS-
MFT scores. Interestingly, none of the authors 
discussed at length the eight assessment indicators 
provided by ETS. Only Black and Duhon (2003) 
briefly discussed using the separate assessment 
indicators to evaluate program initiatives. They 
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limited their analysis to comparing a three-semester 
average of the assessment indicators to the national 
averages reported by ETS to determine the proficiency 
of their international business program. The authors 
did not present data on any variation in the assessment 
indicators over the three-semester period.  

Methodology 

The methodology employed in this paper examined 
whether large differences in discipline specific 
assessment indicators between two separate groups of 
students (Fall, 2004 vs. Spring 2004) reflect 
differences in course grades between the two student 
groups. Such an association would support that the 
course grading accurately reflects the aptitude of the 
students in the specific disciplines. For example, 
suppose one observed a 10% decline in the discipline 
specific assessment indicator for economics between 
the students taking the ETS-MFT in the Spring and 
the students taking the exam in the Fall. The 
difference in the standardized exam results denotes 
differences between the two student groups’ aptitude 
levels in economics, which should also be evident by 
differences in economic course grades between the 
groups. Such a correspondence between an ex-post 
standardized assessment tool and course grades would 
provide support for grade accuracy within the courses. 
It also demonstrates the reliability and validity of the 
discipline specific assessment indicators at a group 
level.  

To test the above conjecture, the author used 
ANOVA to compare the differences in means of 
discipline specific course grades for the two separate 
student groups (Spring vs. Fall). A significant 
difference in mean course grades for a discipline 
should be supported by a large change in the 
discipline specific assessment indicator of the ETS-
MFT. In the ANOVA modeling, the discipline 
specific course grades served as the dependent 
variables while test group (Fall or Spring) served as 
the independent factor. Table 1 contains the pairing of 
discipline specific courses with the discipline specific 
assessment indicator used in this study.  

 

 

 

Table 1 

Discipline Specific Courses 
 
Discipline 
 

Course 

Accounting 
 

Principles of Accounting 
I & II 

Economics 
Macroeconomics, 
Microeconomics, 
Money and Banking  

Management Management Principles 

Quantitative Business 
Analysis 

Statistics I & II 

Finance Principles of Finance  

Marketing Principles of Marketing  

Legal & Social 
Environment 

Business Law  

International Issues International Business  

 
As a further examination of the relationship 

between the ETS-MFT and student grades, the author 
used ANOVA to compare the ETS-MFT total score 
means of the two student groups (Spring and Fall). 
Based on the above conjecture, a significant 
difference or lack of difference between the means 
should be collaborated by the difference between the 
two groups’ mean GPAs. The author used total GPA 
and GPA for the courses that comprise the common 
professional core in the business curriculum as the 
dependent variables in two separate ANOVA models 
with test group as the independent factor. If the two 
groups score essentially the same on the ETS-MFT, 
then the two groups should have similar grade point 
averages.  

Data 

The Business Department in the Spring and Fall 
terms of 2004 required all undergraduate students 
enrolled in strategic management to take the ETS-
MFT exam. Enrollment in strategic management 
requires that a student be within 25 semester hours of 
graduation. In addition, a student must have 
completed the economic and principles courses listed 
in table 1 with a grade of C or better, and they must 
have completed an introductory computer course and 
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a business communications course with a grade of C 
or better. The Department provided a performance 
incentive on the exam by informing students that the 
score would account for 10 percent of their course 
grade. Scores were obtained for 161 students during 
these two semesters.  Individual course grades, major, 
SAT scores, age, gender and transfer status were 
obtained from the University’s transcript database. In 
addition to extracting grades for the twelve courses 
listed in Table 1, grades for the following courses 
were also included in the data set:  

·  Business communications  

·  Introduction to computing  

·  Production and Operations Management. 

These three courses and the courses in Table 1 
represent the Common Professional Core (CPC) that 
all business students must complete to obtain a BBA 
degree from the University. Course grades received a 
numeric code ranging from 0 to 4, in which 0 
represented an F and a 4 represented an A. A numeric 
code was entered for a student’s major: 1=accounting; 
2=management; 3=marketing; 4=finance. The author 
elected not to use a series of dummy variables for 
grades and major to facilitate the ANOVA statistical 
models used in this paper. Also, Wright and Palmer 
(1994) discussed the problems associated with the 
scaling of letter course grades to scores recorded for 
standardized exams. A student’s transfer status was 
set to 1 if the student transferred 30 or more hours into 
the program, otherwise it was set to 0. Each student’s 
record contained a binary variable that tracked the 
period in which he or she took the ETS-MFT: 0 = 
Spring, 2004; 1 = Fall, 2004. Finally, the author 
computed a quantitative and non-quantitative GPA for 
each student. The quantitative GPA consisted of the 
mean for course grades in accounting, finance, 
economics, statistics, computers and operations 
management. The non-quantitative GPA included 
course grades in business communications, business 
law, international business, management and 
marketing.  

Results and Discussion 

The discipline specific assessment indicator report 
from ETS for the two testing groups (Spring and Fall) 
showed the largest changes occurred in accounting 
and marketing (Table 2). Both assessment indicators 
declined by more than 10%. With the exception of 

economics and international issues, which showed 
small increases of 2% and 4%, all other indicators 
declined by 5% or less. Six of the assessment 
indicators declined by an average of 6.2%, while two 
assessment indicators increased by an average of 3%. 
The general decline in six of the eight discipline 
indicators would lead one to anticipate a noticeable 
decline in the overall ETS-MFT total score. 
Furthermore, these data indicate that the average 
student grades in accounting and marketing should be 
significantly different between the two groups, with 
the Spring testing group showing superior grades.  

  Table 2 

Discipline Assessment Indicators 
 
Discipline 
 

 
Spring 
2004 

 
Fall 

2004 

 
% 

Change 

Accounting 53.6% 47.7% -11% 

Economics 45.1% 45.8% 2% 

Management 61.2% 60.6% -1% 

Quantitative 
Business 
Analysis 63.1% 60.2% -5% 

Finance 44.1% 43.3% -2% 

Marketing 52.0% 45.5% -13% 

Legal & Social 
Environment 56.6% 53.7% -5% 
International 
Issues 46.2% 48.0% 4% 

 
Data for course grades and GPAs for the two 

student groups reported in Table 3 show that the Fall 
student group had lower grades for each discipline. 
Six of the discipline specific course grades declined 
by 10% or more. Only management (5%) and 
accounting (7%) showed smaller declines. The 
average decline in course grades over the eight 
disciplines equaled 9.75%. In addition, the two 
measurements of GPA, total and business, showed 
respective declines of 6% and 8%. Clearly, the Fall 
student group had inferior grades relative to the 
Spring student group. Despite this apparent difference 
in group grades, the ETS-MFT mean total score for 
the two groups declined by only 2 points or about 1%. 
This appears to contradict the observed declines in the 
assessment indicators, which declined by an average 
of 3.9% per discipline. Possible explanations for this 
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discrepancy are that the number of questions on the 
ETS-MFT were heavily weighted towards economics 
and international issues, or possibly many of the test 
questions could not be categorized by ETS into one of 
the eight disciplines. Whereas both of these 
explanations could create the inconsistency between 
the total mean score and the assessment indicators, it 
is unlikely that ETS would have placed such a heavy 
emphasis on these two disciplines or that they would 
have inserted a significant number of non-discipline 
specific questions on the test. Nonetheless, ETS does 
not provide the subscribing institution with 
information, such as the number of questions grouped 
into each discipline, which would assist in interpreting 
this anomaly.  

Table 3 

Student Group Course and GPA Descriptive Statistics 
 

Independent 
Factor 

 
Spring, 2004 

( x , s, n) 

 
Fall, 2004 

( x , s, n) 

 
% 

Change 

 
Accounting 

 
3.06, .73, 87 

 
2.85, .71, 75 

 
-7% 

 
Economics 

 
3.03,.61, 87 

 
2.72, .74, 75 

 
-10% 

 
Management 

 
3.22, .86, 86 

 
3.05, .84, 74 

 
-5% 

 
Quantitative 
Business 
Analysis 

 
 
2.99, .83, 87 

 
 
2.70, .78, 74 

 
 

-10% 

 
Finance 

 
3.02, .92, 87 

 
2.72, .88, 75 

 
-10% 

 
Marketing 

 
3.29, .70, 86 

 
2.95, .76, 74 

 
-10% 

 
Legal & 
Social 
Environment 

 
 
3.15, .82, 85 

 
 
2.81, .83, 64 

 
 

-11% 

 
International 
Issues 

 
3.22, .60, 67 

 
2.74 .75, 23 

 
-15% 

 
ETS-MFT 
Mean Total 
Score 

 
 
157.7, 11.5, 87 

 
 
155.7, 11.35, 74 

 
 

-1% 

 
Total GPA 

 
3.09 .46, 87 

 
2.90, .46, 75 

 
-6% 

 
Business 
GPA 

 
3.14, .50, 87 

 
2.90, .52, 75 

 
-8% 

 
A statistical test cannot be performed on the 

discipline specific assessment indicators to determine 
significant changes between groups because ETS only 
provides student group means for each assessment 

indicator. The ETS-MFT subscriber can only infer 
causality of the changes in the assessment indicators. 
However, as discussed above, mean course grades, 
GPAs, and total test scores can be used in statistical 
models because individual scores are available. These 
individual student data should corroborate changes in 
the assessment indicators. Table 4 contains the 
ANOVA results of comparing mean differences 
between the two student groups course grades, GPAs 
and ETS-MFT total score. Management represents the 
only discipline that did not have a significant 
difference (p < .1) in group course grade means. This 
supports the small change of 1% observed in the 
management assessment indicator. The difference 
between mean course grades in accounting between 
the two student groups (p < .05) supports the large 
change in the accounting assessment indicator. 
However, the ANOVA test on the difference between 
mean course grades in marketing (p < .01) strongly 
supports the large change in the marketing assessment 
indicator. 

Table 4 

ANOVA Results 
 
Independent Factor 
 

 
F Score 

 
p value 

Accounting 3.251 .073 

Economics 8.290 .005 

Management 1.527 .218 

Quantitative Business 
Analysis 5.237 .023 

Finance 4.584 .034 

Marketing 8.944 .003 

Legal & Social Environment 6.173 .014 

International Issues 9.814 .002 

ETS-MFT Mean Total Score 1.197 .276 

Total GPA 6.615 .011 

Business GPA 9.074 .003 

 
The ANOVA tests on the remaining disciplines 

provide contrary information to that observed by the 
assessment indicators. For example, the ANOVA test 
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showed a significant (p < .01) difference between 
mean course grades in economics. Hence, mean 
course grades declined significantly, while the 
economic assessment indicator increased by 2%. The 
ANOVA test showed similar results for international 
issues, which showed a significant (p < .01) decline in 
course grades, but a positive increase in the 
assessment indicator of 4%. The ANOVA tests on the 
differences between mean course grades for the 
remaining disciplines, quantitative business analysis, 
finance, legal and social environment, implied a 
significant (p < .034) decline in the means. Yet, the 
assessment indicators for these three disciplines 
declined by 5% or less.  

Despite a 3.9% average decline in the assessment 
indicators, the ANOVA test failed to find a significant 
difference between the ETS-MFT mean test score for 
the two student groups. Thus, one cannot assert that 
the two groups overall score of the ETS-MFT 
differed. The ANOVA tests did indicate a significant 
difference between the mean total GPA (p = .011) and 
mean business GPA (p = .003) of the two groups. 
Wheras the ANOVA results indicate no significant 
difference in the mean ETS-MFT total score of the 
two groups, several other aptitude measures imply a 
significant difference between groups. The following 
summarizes the results of the ANOVA testing and 
observed trends in assessment indicators. 

·  Observed trends in the assessment indicators do 
not correspond with the change in the overall test 
score. 

·  Large observed changes in a discipline specific 
assessment indicator appeared to be statistically 
supported by changes in discipline associated 
course grades. 

·  Smaller observed changes (< 5%) in a discipline 
specific assessment indicator did not consistently 
imply a similar change in discipline associated 
course grades, e.g., economics and international 
issues. 

·  While grade point averages may have declined 
significantly, it did not predict a similar decline in 
the ETS-MFT total score.  

·  The trend in grade point averages and assessment 
indicators appeared to coincide. 

Conclusion 

In this paper the author compared changes in the 
ETS-MFT assessment indicators with the ETS-MFT 
total scores and student course grades. Results 
indicated that an apparent trend in assessment 
indicators may not be supported by a similar change in 
the ETS-MFT total score. Large changes in discipline 
specific assessment indicators appeared to coincide 
with similar changes in course grades associated with 
the discipline. However, inconsistencies existed when 
comparing modest changes (< 5%) in discipline 
specific assessment indicators with related course 
grades. In addition, significant differences in grade 
point averages between student groups did not 
correlate with a significant difference in ETS-MFT 
total scores between groups.  

As a result of these observed discrepancies, 
academicians should be cautious in using the 
assessment indicators to evaluate disciplines within a 
curriculum. Without individual student sub-scores, 
administrators cannot assess their students’ 
performance in separate business disciplines.  
Furthermore, ETS does not provide administrators 
with a list of test questions assigned to the assessment 
indicators. Such information would assist in 
evaluating the inconsistency in the ETS-MFT total 
scores and assessment indicators, and help with 
validating the assessment indicators with curriculum 
content. Doyle and Wood (2005) found it difficult to 
justify the cost of standardized testing because it 
yields only small marginal gains in assessing student 
performance. Business curriculum administrators may 
also question whether the costs of using the major 
field test in business are justified unless ETS provides 
information regarding the question content of the 
assessment indicators and individually reliable sub-
scores for students. Future research in this area should 
examine the relationships between the assessment 
indicators, course grades, and ETS-MFT scores over a 
longer period using different academic groups.  
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Abstract 

As undergraduate institutions increasingly offer bachelor’s degrees in human resources management (HR), 
more and more people enter the HR field with this specialized degree. These new HR professionals need to enter 
this career with the necessary competencies for success. This paper details a comprehensive assessment 
program from a liberal arts college that develops numerous vital competencies for soon-to-be HR professionals. 
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Introduction 

 
A recent article by Meisinger (2004), the current 

president of the Society for Human Resource 
Management (SHRM), targeted the shortage of 
skilled workers in our country as a significant threat 
to our economy. She further highlighted a particular 
deficiency in the United States workforce: poorly 
developed “soft skills.” She identified soft skills to 
include competencies such as effective writing, oral 
communication, and problem-solving. The 
importance of these so-called soft skills is not new. 
Many articles have pointed out the importance of 
these competencies across a broad spectrum of 
professions, such as accounting (Boomer, 2005), 
engineering (Hilson, 2002), healthcare (Ashbaugh, 
2003), information technology (“Young IT”, 2005), 
and management (Ramsoorair, 2004). 

The challenge for educational institutions is how 
best to develop these critical skills in our students to 
prepare them for today’s workforce. A recent article 
in Harvard Business Review points out the limited 
attention soft skills receive in the majority of MBA 
programs and is viewed as a contributing factor to the 

struggles of leadership in our country (Navarro, 
2004). HR is often assigned the responsibility of 
competency development because employee 
development is considered a training issue, which 
typically falls under the purview of human resources.  

Numerous articles are available that present HR 
competency development at large universities, 
typically at the graduate level (Heneman, 1999) or at 
major corporations (Stockman, 1999). Research from 
an undergraduate vantage point, particularly at private 
institutions, is very difficult to find on this important 
topic. This perspective is important because more and 
more people are entering the HR profession with an 
undergraduate degree in human resources 
management. To obtain an idea of how extensive 
undergraduate education in HR is becoming, take a 
look at the SHRM website (http://www.shrm.org 
/foundation/undergrad/search.asp). At the website 
approximately 280 undergraduate HR programs are 
listed. Of this group over 40% are programs at private 
colleges and universities. There should be some 
attention devoted to such undergraduate programs 
that prepare new HR professionals with the necessary 
competencies for success in business, graduate school 
or even management development programs. In 
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addition, these new HR professionals would be better 
prepared to train other employees in these soft-skills 
that are so essential in our service economy.  

Before getting into the specifics of our approach, a 
brief historical context of the King’s College program 
is provided. The initiation of a major in human 
resources management at King’s College in the mid-
1980’s coincided with the movement to provide 
accountability of achieving academic outcomes in 
higher education through the assessment of learning 
outcomes.  Government officials, employers, and 
parents questioned the evidence that a college 
education actually developed the competencies 
required for success in professions and graduate 
schools (Farmer, 1988; National Institute of  
Education, 1984).  King’s College, a liberal arts 
college in Northeastern Pennsylvania, was a pioneer 
in altering the focus of the academic college 
experience from one that focused on what the teacher 
knew and presented to the class to one that focused on 
what the students knew and were able to do (Barr & 
Tagg, 1995).  The shift from an instruction paradigm 
(teacher-focused) to a learning paradigm (student-
focused) necessitated more active teaching and 
learning strategies to be adopted compared to the 
traditional lecture (Farmer, 1999).  

The Comprehensive Assessment Program 

This shift in focus from an instructional paradigm 
to a learning paradigm was accomplished by each 
major program by developing the three components 
of the Comprehensive Assessment Program (CAP) 
(Farmer, 1988; 1999): the Sophomore-Junior 
Diagnostic Project, Competency Growth Plans for the 
transferable skills of liberal learning, and the Senior-
Level Integrated Assessment. Each of these 
components will be discussed in turn as they pertain 
to the development of competencies for HR majors. 

Since the creation of the HR major at King’s, the 
program has evolved in numerous ways based upon 
three key influences: staying in contact with our HR 
alumni,  conducting regular meetings with recognized 
HR leaders in the area, and paying close attention to 
the HR literature. One of the most influential 
competency models from this literature that has been 
integrated into our HR curriculum is the human 
resource competency model by Yeung, Brockbank, 
and Ulrich (1994). This model has four core 
competencies: HR mastery, business mastery, change 
mastery and personal credibility. This paper will 

present our HR program that utilizes the CAP adopted 
by our College and integrates the well-respected 
Yeung, Brockbank, and Ulrich competency model.  

The Sophomore-Junior Diagnostic Project 

As stated above, one component of the CAP is The 
Sophomore-Junior Diagnostic Project (Farmer, 1988; 
O’Brien, Bressler, Ennis & Michael, 1996). This 
project is designed to assess HR majors near the 
completion of their first course in the major, 
Introduction to Human Resources Management.  
Most students are sophomores when they take this 
course.  In our core requirements, students take 
courses that begin to develop the skills of a liberally 
educated person such as effective writing, critical 
thinking, and effective oral communication.  One 
purpose of the Sophomore-Junior Diagnostic Project, 
therefore, is to determine the extent to which HR 
majors have mastered relatively basic competencies 
from the core curriculum and can apply them to the 
types of knowledge and abilities required of HR 
professionals.  To accomplish this purpose, the HR 
faculty designed a project to assess the writing, 
information literacy, and critical thinking skills of our 
newly acquired majors.  This project consists of 
students reading a case study that includes at least 
four human resources problems within a particular 
hypothetical organization.  The students’ task is to 
write a memo to the supposed Human Resources 
Vice-President of the organization detailing the 
human resources problems and how the problems 
should be resolved.  The specific competencies that 
are evaluated include the following: 

1. To what extent is the student able to use 
appropriate memo format?  This competency is 
important because most college sophomores, 
unlike academics and business professionals, 
have never written a memo.   

2. To what extent is the student able to identify and 
resolve appropriate human resources management 
issues?  Clearly, not all organizational issues fall 
under the purview of HR.  By analyzing the case 
history, students are evaluated on their ability to 
identify key HR problems and propose realistic 
solutions. 

3. To what extent is the student able to use the 
appropriate tone in proposing solutions to a 
supervisor?  Not surprisingly, because this is an 
introductory level course, some students 
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incorrectly believe that they can quite 
authoritatively admonish their supervisor for 
running the company in an absolutely poor 
fashion.   

4. To what extent is the student able to effectively 
utilize the HR professional literature?  One of the 
course goals is to acquaint students with the 
various resources available to HR professionals. 
Students are required to locate a current article 
from a respected HR outlet and use this article to 
help them analyze the situation.  

In terms of the Yeung, et. al. (1994) competency 
model, this assignment assesses HR mastery at the 
most basic level. To what extent can students identify 
the relevant HR functions in the case? Further, this 
Sophomore-Junior Diagnostic Project starts them 
thinking about change mastery. They are required to 
use their problem-solving skills and interpersonal 
skills to develop appropriate solutions. Moreover, in 
terms of personal credibility, the students need to 
craft their response in the context of their assigned 
role (typically a HR assistant) and in relation to the 
intended recipient (typically an executive). Finally, 
they must also rely on their business knowledge and 
skills (business mastery) to factor in the 
characteristics of the hypothetical organization in a 
given industry.  

Most of our students do well on the Sophomore-
Junior Diagnostic Project, though there are some who 
are less successful.  Therefore, another important 
purpose of this project is to identify students who 
have not developed the competencies necessary to be 
successful as a HR major early in their academic 
career.  For the less successful students, there are 
many support services that can be utilized to improve 
their competencies. These support services include a 
writing center, an academic skills center, and a career 
planning and placement center.  

Competency Growth Plans 

The second major component of our CAP is the 
development of Competency Growth Plans for the 
seven transferable skills of liberal learning: effective 
writing, critical thinking, technology competency, 
information literacy, moral reasoning, quantitative 
reasoning, and effective oral communication. These 
transferable skills coincide closely with the soft skills 

identified by Meisinger (2004) noted in the beginning 
of this paper.  

The competency growth plans (CGP) outline how 
students will develop each competency course-by-
course and year-by-year.  The result of these 
competency growth plans is a genuinely coherent and 
cumulative learning experience for students.  To 
develop these CGPs, faculty in the HR program 
created a curriculum as a matrix of subject matter and 
competency development integrated into a planned 
sequence of courses. The sequencing of courses was 
designed to have increasing expectations for students’ 
knowledge and competencies as they progress 
through the major program in order to develop 
successful HR professionals.   

To illustrate how a competency growth plan helps 
guide curriculum to develop necessary competencies 
of HR professionals, a segment of the CGP for 
effective oral communication is provided.  As can be 
seen in the following excerpt (see table 1), each 
competency growth plan consists of the three parts.  
Part one lists the components of the competency that 
are being developed in the student.  Part two 
describes the assignments in each course in which 
students will develop these components of the 
competency.  Part three describes the criteria that will 
be used to assess whether or not the student has 
achieved the competency.  Most faculty found it 
easier to list the competencies that students should 
achieve compared to developing the criteria that 
would be used to judge their actual performance.   

Table 1 shows that the CGPs have several required 
aspects to develop each competency. To begin with, 
the facets of each competency need to be articulated 
in the competency description. Further, to develop 
each competency, a specific course along with a 
specific assignment in that course needs to be 
identified. In addition, the evaluation criteria for the 
assignments in the chosen courses also need to be 
predetermined. Thus, for competency growth plans to 
succeed, the faculty must be committed to complying 
with the expectations articulated in these plans. 
Additionally, the courses in the HR major need to be 
sequenced in such a way to build upon previous 
required courses to be aligned with the competency 
development. Therefore, academic advisement and 
registration is another critical aspect for this system to 
be effective.  
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Table 1 

Excerpts from the Competency Growth Plan in Oral Communication 
COMPETENCY 
DESCRIPTION 

STRATEGY ASSESSMENT CRITERIA 

Freshman year: 
 
The student will be able to deliver 
an effective speech related to a 
specific topic, issue or question in 
an academic discipline. 

Core 115:  Effective Oral 
Communication 
 
The student will deliver speeches 
for a variety of purposes: 
·  to introduce someone; 
·  to describe a place or event; 
·  to narrate a personal 

experience; 
·  to argue a position on a 

controversial subject. 
 

Speech content:  The student develops 
a speech that exhibits: 

a. an introduction to attract the 
audience’s attention and to 
preview the speech’s content; 

b. organization characterized by 
unity and logical coherence; 

c. a conclusion that reviews main 
ideas & ends with a memorable 
statement.  

Sophomore year: 

The student will be able to deliver 
an effective spoken presentation 
related to a topic in business 
management. 

HRM 210:  Introduction to Human 
Resources Management 
 
The student will give a brief (5-
minute) oral presentation 
summarizing an interview with a HR 
professional. 

Speech content:  
·  Makes the purpose of the 

presentation clear; 
·  Adapts the information so its 

relevance to the audience is 
clear; 

·  Organizes the content to 
maintain audience interest. 

Junior year: 
 
The student will be able to 
conduct a workshop for 
supervisors. 
 

HRM 380:  Employment & Labor 
Law 
 
The students (in small groups) will 
conduct a 30-minute employment law 
seminar for the class on a topic of 
their choice. 

The student identifies the central legal 
principles and issues. 
 
The student’s presentation exhibits a 
well-organized flow of information that 
effects smooth transitions among 
presenters  

Senior year: 
 
The student will be able to 
conduct a training program in 
a small group environment. 
 

HRM 410:  Personnel Training and 
Development 
 
The student (with a partner or two) 
will conduct a 75-minute training 
program to the class.  

The student’s training program is both 
informative and interesting. 
 
The student’s training program gets the 
audience actively involved. 

 

These CGPs guide the development of the 
transferable skills of liberal learning, as defined by 
our institution, and align with the Yeung, et. al. 
(1994) competency model. As indicated, the CGPs 
are course-imbedded. Therefore, as students proceed 
through these plans, they are learning the knowledge 
and skills associated with the major subject areas of 
HR (compensation & benefits, staffing, employee 
training & development, employment law), that are 
essential for developing HR mastery.  

Similarly, as an AACSB-accredited institution, 
HR majors, like all other majors in the business 

school, are required to complete a strong business 
core of courses (accounting, economics, finance, 
business law, marketing, strategic management).  The 
CGPs do include these courses as well as HR courses. 
In regards to business mastery, HR majors must 
acquire the fundamental aspects of business, which 
includes business acumen (strategic management & 
finance), customer orientation (marketing), and 
external relations (business law, accounting, 
economics).  

According to the Yeung, et. al. (1994) competency 
model, personal credibility has four major 
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components: trust, personal relationships, lived 
values, and courage. The HR curriculum requires 
courses on business ethics as well courses on critical 
thinking, effective oral communication, and effective 
written communication. Further, as mentioned earlier, 
the CGPs develop each of these four competencies, 
which are clearly connected to the four components 
of personal credibility.  

Finally, the transferable skills of liberal learning 
tie most closely with the change mastery component 
of the Yeung, et. al. (1994) competency model. As 
defined in this model, change mastery includes such 
factors as interpersonal skills, problem-solving skills, 
and innovativeness / creativity. For interpersonal 
skills the majors take core courses dedicated solely to 
effective oral and written communication. Further, as 
indicated previously, there are CGPs dedicated to 
these two components of interpersonal skills. 
Similarly, in terms of problem-solving skills, students 
are required to take a course in critical thinking. 
Additionally, there is a CGP for critical thinking and 
a related competency: information literacy. Lastly, the 
innovativeness component of change mastery is 
reflected in assessment criteria of papers and 
presentations alike in the selected courses.   

The Senior-Level Integrated Assessment  

The third and final component of our CAP is the 
development of Goals for the Major and the Senior-
Level Integrated Assessment.  The faculty in the HR 
Department, in consultation with community HR 
professionals, alumni, and internship supervisors, 
developed goals for the major indicating what a 
student majoring in HR should know and be able to 
do by the time he/she graduates.  The articulated 
goals include the following: 

·  Describe the primary functions of human 
resources management 

·  Integrate the organizational factors that influence 
the operation of these functions 

·  Integrate the environmental factors that influence 
the operation of these functions 

·  Conduct research in a variety of ways regarding 
HR issues 

·  Apply their HR and general business knowledge 
in numerous practical ways 

·  Communicate effectively in a variety of ways 
regarding HR issues 

Whether these goals have been attained for each 
student is assessed by the student’s performance on 
the Senior-Level Integrated Assessment that occurs 
during a required course in the second semester of the 
senior year.  This assessment enables a student to 
showcase his/her knowledge of the subject matter of 
human resources management and also his/her 
mastery of the seven transferable skills of liberal 
learning.  In the Senior-Level Integrated Assessment, 
HR majors are presented with extensive case studies, 
which far exceed the breadth and depth of the case 
analysis used in the Sophomore-Junior Diagnostic 
Project. In the case analyses, the student is expected 
to identify the underlying problem, identify the causes 
of the problem, create plausible alternative solutions, 
select the best alternative, and articulate an 
implementation plan for their chosen alternative. In 
completing this assignment, a student is required to 
use respected outlets for his/her analyses (a minimum 
of five articles from quality sources). In addition, 
he/she must also submit an executive summary of 
his/her analyses as well as make a presentation to the 
class of his/her work.  

Overall, the Senior-Level Integrated Assessment 
requires most if not all of the seven transferable skills 
to be demonstrated. Students will have to use their 
HR competency to help understand the case as well as 
create HR solutions. Critical thinking skills are 
clearly required for this analysis. Moreover, students 
need to rely on their information literacy skills and 
their technology competency to effectively search and 
capitalize on the HR professional literature. As they 
read through numerous HR articles on their chosen 
topic, their quantitative reasoning competency will be 
tested. In addition, their writing effectiveness 
competency will be demonstrated in their executive 
summary of their analysis. Finally, their oral 
communication skills will be evident in their 
presentations. In conclusion, this assignment is an 
excellent mechanism to assess both competency 
development in soon-to-be HR graduates as well as 
an effective measure of goal attainment for our HR 
majors. 

The alignment between the Senior-Level 
Integrated Assessment and the Yeung, et. al. (1994) 
HR competency model is very strong. In terms of HR 
mastery, students have completed all of the HR 
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requirements prior to enrolling in this class. Thus, 
they are expected to demonstrate HR mastery at the 
undergraduate level. Comparably, they have also 
completed the business core of the program as well. 
Thus, their case analyses should be reflective of 
business mastery in terms of analyzing the problem, 
evaluating potential solutions, and preparing for 
implementation of their recommended courses of 
action. This requirement also assesses change 
mastery. A significant part of the grade for this 
project is to devise a solution to the problem in the 
case and an action plan to carry out their proposed 
solution. Their problem-solving skills and 
interpersonal skills will be revealed in performing this 
part of the assignment. Lastly, their personal 
credibility will be demonstrated in terms of how they 
justify their choices (the criteria they select will 
illustrate their values) and how they present their 
findings (language choices will illustrate relationship-
building). Overall, this Senior-Level Integrated 
Assessment is an excellent cumulative assessment of 
the Yeung, et. al. (1994) HR competency model for 
our students. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the CAP enables the faculty to 
engage in a continuous process of revitalization and 
revision of expectations and content based on 
students’ performances and abilities to achieve the 
goals of the major through a deliberate plan of 
learning.  The faculty gets evidence of what students 
are able to do upon entering the HR major through the 
Sophomore-Junior Diagnostic Project.  The 
Competency Growth Plans enable faculty to identify 
and assess the quality of students’ progress 
throughout their four-year progression through the 
curriculum.  Finally, the Senior-Level Integrated 
Assessment provides relevant information to measure 
the extent to which students have achieved the goals 
of the major.  The Yeung, et. al. (1994) HR 
competency model applied to this CAP provides a 
continuous flow of information to develop a 
curriculum that is continually enhanced and revised to 
develop those competencies essential for success in 
our challenging and diverse HR field. Although there 
are other competency models for HR, the Yeung, et. 
al. (1994) model is particularly effective for an 
undergraduate HR education.  

As the percentage of people with a bachelor’s 
degree in HR continues to increase, more attention is 

needed to preparing such individuals for success in 
this profession. As mentioned previously, more 
research is needed on how private colleges and 
universities develop programs to enhance the crucial 
soft-skills in our students. This paper presents an 
innovative and effective way to design a quality 
undergraduate program that produces graduates with 
the critical competencies for today’s business world. 
Although this paper is presented from a HR 
perspective, the model described can be applied to 
any business-related major.   
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