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Abstract 
 

Business communication skills are essential for Marketing student success at university and 

highly sought after in graduates by industry.   Large numbers of international students and 

the proposed broadening of the socio-economic base of Australian university students 

necessitates that effective and efficient communication courses be developed to address 

potential skill deficiencies.  This paper explores important issues to address in the design of 

business communication courses including those related to genre, grammar and critical 

thinking.     
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An Exploration of Business Communication Course Design 
 

 

Introduction 

 
Communication skills are an essential part of University Business Education, (including 

marketing programs) in Australia.  Business course assessments commonly involve 

demonstrating knowledge through written reports, essays and verbal presentations.  Industry 

requires university graduates to be skilled communicators (Amidon 2005; Dykstra 2008).  

This paper reviews literature pertaining to business communication education at the 

university level to determine important issues to address in course design. The focus of the 

review will be on “written” business communication.   The means through which  issues are 

addressed through select  University  courses in Australia and America will be discussed.   

 

Business communication skills contribute to professional success and industry productivity.  

Peter Drucker (1969) emphasizes the importance of staff business communication skills to 

the functioning of a knowledge based society (cited in Amidon 2005)  Industry surveys show 

that employers consider communication skills to be amongst the top 10 attributes they seek in 

employees (Graduate Careers Australia 2010).   Business communication skills are a critical 

industry requirement for the employment of university graduates because they contribute to 

business productivity (Dykstra 2008).  Written skills, for example, can facilitate business 

problem solving and decision making because the knowledge of experts can be exploited 

(Amidon 2005). “Writers can elicit that information, provide it in exactly the language and 

structure required by each audience, and, in the process, preserve and enhance the value of 

your intellectual  capital to your customers, suppliers, and employees” (Shulman 2005 p. 

407). 

 

Business communication skills are often addressed at university in a fragmented way as part 

of mainstream subjects, separate learning support or foundation units.    This is in part 

because assumptions have been made about entry level communication capabilities of 

students which may be optimistic.  Increasing dependence on international students at 

Australian Universities (Marginson 2002), for example, has led to a cohort of students at 

undergraduate and graduate level that can be unfamiliar with Australian University writing 

conventions and often require English language assistance.    

 

Business communication skills at university are likely to become increasingly important in 

Australia as the federal government moves to improve access to university education for a 

broader range of students.  The Commonwealth Government’s goal of increasing the 

percentage of Australians with university qualifications necessitates broadening the socio-

economic base of students admitted (Duffy 2009).   At present, “A third of Australians go to 

university, while a half or more are tertiary educated in Ireland and Finland” (Duffy 2009). 

Universities need to ensure that the communication skills of all students, including those 

from NESB and lower socio-economic backgrounds, are adequate to achieve success. 

  

Dedicated Business Communication Courses 

One option for improving university student business writing skills is to dedicate a 

mainstream course to this area.  Business communication courses are commonly part of the 

curriculum of American universities.  “Most business schools have incorporated a business 

communication course into their curricula” (Wardrope, 2002 cited in Khushwant, et al. 2006 
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p. 257).  The advantages of business writing courses integrated into university curriculum are 

that knowledge gained  through design and delivery can  flow on to  other business subjects 

enabling lecturers to focus on their areas of expertise.  In addition, the skills of instructors 

participating in business communication courses are enhanced.  The disadvantages are, 

however, that course development requires extensive resources and skills which may be 

outside the competencies of a business school.  Partnerships between university learning 

support departments and business schools can help to enable the transfer of communication 

skills (Arnett et al. 2008).  

 

The financial benefits accrued from ensuring that university graduates meet the high 

communication standards of Industry may outweigh the disadvantages of development costs 

however as reputation is enhanced, attracting more students and revenue.  Furthermore, if it 

is determined that there is a need for a substantial number of students to undertake dedicated 

business communication courses, the revenue potential may be more than adequate to 

compensate for the expenses incurred in development. The extent to which students require 

business communication skills assistance can be determined by placement tests (Peckham 

2009)   

 

It is imperative that decisions regarding business communication course design be 

undertaken rationally.  This paper will discuss some core issues to consider in the design of 

business communication courses and explain how these are being addressed through 

educational practice in Australia and the US.   

 

      Business Communication Course Core Issues  

A review of business communication education literature reveals that important issues to 

consider for inclusion when designing courses include:  genre types, grammar and critical 

thinking. The following discussion will show that while there are differences in business and 

academic related writing task types or genres, critical thinking and grammar are common 

underlying requirements for both contexts.      

 

      Business versus Academic Genres 

The selection of appropriate business writing genres or writing tasks at university must 

address industry requirements within the context of an academic setting (Amidon, 2005). 

This can be a difficult nexus to negotiate as the genres or writing tasks required for both 

settings are different (Mandel 1999). Common   “academic” writing tasks include essays, 

critiques and dissertations.  Reports in an academic setting can include requirements such as 

literature reviews which are not normally used in business. This discussion of genres will 

emphasize “business” rather than academic genres.    

There is consensus from a publishing perspective about important business communication 

genres to include in courses.  “Business communication textbooks generally agree on the 

critical topics to be covered in a business communication course: employment 

communication, report writing, business correspondence, and oral presentations” 

(Bennington 2004 p. 179).    Dwyer’s (2009) “Business Communication Handbook“, for 

example,  includes instruction for both verbal (e.g. presentation, negotiation) and written 

genres (e.g. letters, reports, resumes). The emphasis on written genres is described as 

characteristic of the area and enables the development of checklists or rubrics to ensure that 

conventions are understood by students (Amidon 2005 p. 414).  
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There is also a concern with regards to genre that these formats do not engender rigidity 

which constrains thinking.  There is a need for flexibility within genres in order to avoid 

strict adherence to structure which distracts from text purpose (Amidon 2005). “In my mind, 

when we ask students to simply reproduce the generic conventions of model texts, we are 

abandoning the goal of teaching genre knowledge, and instead reinforcing conventions which 

may or may not be useful knowledge” (Amidon 2004 p. 124).  Amidon (2004) advocates 

teaching students through scenarios how genre based documents can be manipulated to 

reflect corporate power agendas and relationships.    

 

      The incorporation of genre into business communication courses  
Business communication course content focuses on both business and combined business/ 

academic genre types as described above. Some courses include pre-requisites and electronic 

communication forms.  Wardrope and Bayless, (1999) in a comprehensive review of business 

communication course content found memoranda, letters and reports to be prevalent in 

courses. A later review added emails, employment resumes and cover letters to the list (Russ 

2009).  A typical business communication course at a small Midwestern University,for 

example,includes: “group and individual business report writing, direct and indirect 

arrangement of letter writing, memo writing, employment communications writing (resume, 

cover letter) and interviewing” (Khushwant et al. 2006 p. 258).   English composition  and 

speech communication courses are pre-requisites to the business communication course 

(Khushwant 2006).  A professional business communication course at Duquesne University 

includes an “email message, a memo, a letter, a report outline, an executive summary, a 

business report, and oral presentations”(Arnett et al. 2008 p. 349). A UWS business 

academic skills course incorporates both academic (reviews and essays) and business genre 

(reports and letters) (UWS 2010).  It is interesting to note that these courses do not offer 

discipline specific genres such as business cases or marketing plans.    

    

      Grammar and effective business writing 

The issue of incorporating grammar as part of a business communication course appears 

somewhat contentious.  Leon Kenman (2004) insists that the incorporation of basic language 

instruction into a “business communication” course is inappropriate as these skills should be 

a pre-requisite to the study of genre.   Several business texts are criticized  by Kenman (2004) 

because they incorporate grammar to various degrees. Kenman’s (2004) objection is based 

on a concern that the structure of writing (e.g. genres) cannot be learned or mastered if the 

form or grammar is inadequate.   

 

The BC discipline, unfortunately, allows language basics into its pedagogy like a statistics 

course teaching fundamental mathematics. From the other side, some English courses teach 

BC before their students are able to handle that material. A subject teaches prepared 

students.  If they are deficient, they are either kept out or the subject matter suffers (Kenman 

2004 p. 109)  

 

The importance of grammar and correct sentence structure as well as associated lack of skills 

amongst university students is noted in the literature.  Bennington (2004) emphasizes the 

need for basic grammar instruction to be integrated into Business Communication writing 

courses based on surveys of faculty and employers because of a prevalance of the very 

deficiencies described by Kenman (2004), particularly where international and NESB 

students are concerned. Wardrobe and Bayless (1999 in Quible 2006 p. 294) also found 

instructors felt grammar and sentence structure to be an important consideration for writing 

courses. Concerns about the adequacy of grammatical skills of university graduates is also 
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expressed.  “….. correctness-of-structure issues are the primary focus of two recent reports 

issued by the National Commission on Writing for America’s Families, Schools, and 

Colleges, both of which are critical of weak writing skills of recent college graduates” 

(College Board, 2004, 2005 in Quible 2006 p. 294).  Clearly, grammar is an issue of concern 

regardless of position on inclusion.   

 

Part of the reason for negativity surrounding the inclusion of grammar in writing courses is 

concern about the effectiveness  of grammar instruction in improving writing skills.   “A long 

history of controversy surrounds research on the effect of teaching grammar to writing 

students” (Quible 2006 p. 293).  A meta-analysis of studies of the impact of teaching 

grammar for example found few positive associations with increasing the quality of writing 

(Hillocks and Smith 2003 in Quible 2006 p. 294).  More recent studies, however, show a 

stronger correlation between grammar instruction and improvements in writing (Quible 2006; 

Khushwant et al. 2006).   Results, logically, would depend on the adequacy of student 

English communication levels at the outset of course instruction.  

 

      The incorporation of grammar into business writing courses 

Universities are integrating grammar flexibly into business communication course design and 

also evaluating the effectiveness of new teaching methods to ensure positive outcomes.  A 

UWS business academic skills course resolves the structure/form dilemma by delivering a 

grammar component online through Pearson Education’s “MyWritingLab”.  The  focus of 

MyWritingLab is on sentence and paragraph structure.   Students at different levels are able 

to work through grammar problems at their own pace.  Students who completed 

MyWritingLab were found to have “mastered” topics at an average level of 90% or greater 

(Caddy 2010).  Grammar is reinforced through workshops and assessment feedback.   

 

Techniques are being developed which have been shown to improve sentence structure.  

Zane Quible (2006) from the University of Oklahoma  teaches students to first identify and 

label grammar conventions  and then correct them in their own and others writing.  Quible 

(2006 p. 295) found that students who both “labelled and corrected flaws” on a pre and post 

letter writing task  reduced the number of punctuation errors in their work by 55%, and 

grammar problems by 57%.  Quible (2006 pps 295 - 300) outlines five techniques for helping 

students eliminate sentence structure problems including a “tracking system for student 

revision”, “student identification of deficiencies in their own written work,  instructor 

“identification of deficiencies and mark-up”, “editing buddies” and “editing exercises”. 

 

Another example of success with improving grammar in writing is at a small Midwestern 

University (Khushwant et al. 2006).  The University  found that 60% of entry level business 

communication course students scored at a below satisfactory level on a pre- test.  (Writing 

evaluation was outsourced to a company called “EasyPrep” which assessed student skills 

online)  Evaluation measured:  “the extent to which they effectively and insightfully 

addressed the writing task; organized and supported their ideas; and displayed the command 

of language through the use of appropriate vocabulary, grammar, sentence structure, and 

diction” (Khushwant et al.  2006 p. 258). The University undertook extensive intervention as 

part of the course which included repeated “emphasis on items such as topic sentence, 

effective sentence structure and length, parallel structure, vocabulary, efficient use of words, 

and audience analysis” (Khushwant et al. 2006 p. 258 ) along with motivational incentives.  

A post-test found that 90% of students scored satisfactory or above on a similar writing test 

indicating that it is possible to improve student writing in one term.     
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Critical Thinking and Problem Solving  
Critical thinking competencies are identified in business communication literature as 

important but not normally included explicitly as part of business communication texts or 

courses.  This is an important area where the demands of business and university meet.   

“Critical thinking is one of the main goals of both business education as well as academic” 

(Dykstra, 2008 p. 920). A frequently cited definition of critical thinking is that it involves 

"reasonable and reflective thinking that is focused on deciding what to believe or do" (Norris 

and Ennis, 1989, p. 1).  Critical thinking involves a rational approach to decision making 

which can be defended through fact and explanation.   Broadbear (2003 in Dykstra 2008) 

discusses  essential characteristics of business education and assessment which  incorporates 

critical thinking.  Broadbear details: “structured problems  for assessing thinking, student 

assessment of thinking, and improvement of thinking" (cited in Dykstra 2008 p. 922).  

Amidon (2005 p. 416) further emphasizes the need for real life business problems which 

challenge critical thinking skills.  Critical thinking in a business report genre rationally 

defends through fact and explanation recommendations made in a business case for example.  

 The incorporation of critical thinking in business writing courses   

Critical thinking is taught as part of the UWS business academic skills course through 

workshops, lectures and assessments (UWS 2010).  Students are introduced to critical 

thinking gradually.   A 500 word “review” writing assessment, for example, emphasizes the 

difference between a description of a movie or book and critiquing its academic merits in 

terms of claims or assertions. A subsequent 1200 word essay requires critical thinking and 

argument as part of a “discussion” format.   Lectures and workshops provide instruction in 

argument types and fallacies.  Emphasis is on inductive rather than deductive reasoning.  

Detailed rubrics  distinguish clearly between descriptive and critical thinking and serve 

concurrently as marking guides for instructors and self-evaluation tools for students. 

Workshop emphasis is on the process of writing (establishing purpose, finding information, 

idea generation, substantiating statements, organizing and writing information) such that the 

critical thinking process can be transferred to any genre or written assessment task.      

 

Summary 

This paper has discussed university business writing courses issues of concern in the 

literature including genre, grammar and critical thinking.  The importance of balancing 

business and academic genres within a University setting is emphasized and common genre 

types within each context discussed. Disagreement is evident about the teaching of grammar 

in combination with genre although its importance as part of a writing course is clear for 

students from non-English speaking backgrounds in particular.  Critical thinking is 

considered an essential underlying skill for both business and academia in order, for 

example, to justify case recommendations.  Dedicated business communication courses at 

University are common in America and are being taught in Australia  to address the needs of 

local and international students.    
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