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Abstract

The ability to write effectively has been widely acknowledged as a consistent problem of business graduates — even
at the best colleges and universities where English is the native language of the students. This paper identifies the
challenges facing business students in becoming effective writers and identifies a model for improving business
student writing which business schools at colleges and universities can apply.

Objective: The purposes of this paper are to address the problem of ineffective business student writing and to
suggest a ten-step model for colleges and universities to implement as they seek to improve the quality of their
business graduates’ writing skills. We begin by briefly summarizing the writing limitations of many business school
graduates, citing examples from the scholarly literature and feedback from employers. After identifying key issues in
effective writing identified by scholars, we then present ten specific components of a model for improving business
writing skills and explain how each of those components fits within a comprehensive program to improve business
writing. We conclude this paper with a challenge to business faculty, department chairs, and deans to raise the bar by
incorporating this ten-step model for the benefit of their own students and for those students’ future employers.

Method: This is a conceptual paper that examines and integrates the academic literature with concepts related to
improving business student graduate skills, particularly related to their ineffective writing abilities.

Results: The paper identifies ten specific steps that can be applied as part of a holistic program to remediate
ineffective student writing for business school students.

Conclusion: Business schools have long been ineffective in preparing their graduates to write effectively. This
ten-step model presents a resource to enable business faculty and administrators to honor their obligation to their
students, future employers, and society.

Keywords: Improving Writing, Business School Obligations, Written Communication, Shortcomings of Business
Graduates

1. Introduction

The inability of college graduates to communicate in writing is a serious problem facing employers of all types and
half of all graduating seniors have acknowledged that their college experience has failed to improve their ability to
write effectively (Moore, 2016). United Kingdom employers complained that new university graduates “can’t string
a simple sentence together” (Kotzee & Johnson, 2011) and Sultan (2013, p. 139) called poor academic writing “a
major cause of concern for universities.” Silicon Valley employers in the USA offer similar criticisms about college
and university graduates’ inability to write effectively (Stevens, 2005) and many employers cite the inability to write
as the biggest shortcoming of business graduates, Even the best colleges and universities decry the inability of
business school graduates to write effectively -- a concern for decades (Macdonald, 1995; Bartlett, 2003).

The purposes of this paper are to address the problem of ineffective business student writing and to suggest a ten-step
model for colleges and universities to implement as they seek to improve the quality of their business graduates’
writing skills. We begin by briefly summarizing the writing limitations of many business school graduates, citing
examples from the scholarly literature and feedback from employers. After identifying key issues in effective writing
identified by scholars, we then present ten specific components of a model for improving business writing skills and
explain how each of those components fits within a comprehensive program to improve business writing. We
conclude this paper with a challenge to business faculty, department chairs, and deans to raise the bar by
incorporating this ten-step model for the benefit of their own students and for those students’ future employers.
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2. Improving Writing is Difficult

Even with the best efforts of many outstanding business schools, improving student writing has been far from easy
(Bartlett, 2003). Bartlett (2003) reported that top American universities from Duke and Princeton to Harvard have
struggled unsuccessfully with the task of assisting business students to upgrade the quality of their writing skills —
despite the fact that their students consistently rank among the “best and brightest” of academic candidates.
Developing the ability to write simply and clearly is sometimes considered to be a lost art that eludes scholars of all
types — including PhDs who struggle to get their work published (cf. Whetten, 2001). David Whetten (2001), former
President of the international. Academy of Management and editor of its most prestigious academic journal, related
the story of his own struggles as a new PhD graduate from Cornell University at the beginning of his academic
career — and Whetten’s experience mirrors that of many doctoral program graduates who face the challenges of
“publish or perish” today (Hasan, 2016).

Teaching students to write effectively is no easy challenge (Kahn, Johannessen, McCann & Smagorinsky, 2012). The
elementary and high school classrooms in many cities worldwide are fraught with students who come from difficult
family backgrounds, with questionable role models, and sub-standard economic and living conditions — and those
who graduate from high schools frequently lack basic skills required to succeed at the university level (Fee, Greenan,
& Wall, 2010). Writing effectively is made more difficult due to the extremely high 47% dropout rate for high school
age students in the 50 largest US cities (Dillon, 2009) — compounded by the fact that 27% of those who do graduate
fail to read at the required level and 70% of high school graduates require some form of remediation to be college
ready (Rutenberg, 2009).

Although it is a knowledge-, wisdom-, and information-based economy (Covey, 2004), nearly two-thirds of high
school seniors in the USA lack adequate college preparation and require academic remediation to be ready for
tertiary studies (Camera, 2016). The challenges facing the 1.5 billion people worldwide who are non-native English
speakers to write effectively in English are even more difficult due to the paucity of qualified instructors and the
inherent complexity of the English language (Bentley, 2014). The problem of business students developing writing
skills is daunting and the need to address those skills has been made more difficult due to the reality that so many
college and university professors are non-native English speakers themselves. Consequently, the Academy for
Advancement of Collegiate Schools of Business, the “gold standard” of business school accreditation, has eliminated
the requirement for MBA graduates to write effectively, despite the fact that employers consider the ability to write
to be profoundly important (Caldwell, White & Red Owl, 2007).

3. Elements of Effective Writing

Although writing effectively is a difficult challenge, business writing is a critical element to business success in
virtually every area of business from sales and marketing to personnel and business law (Davidson & Emig, 2015).
According to Davidson and Emig (2015, p. 5), “business people spend 30-40 percent of their work time writing.”
Fortunately, Bryan Garner (2013), author of a Harvard Business Review guide to better business writing, observed
that effective writing is a skill that can be cultivated and improved.

Herbert Simon (1997), the Nobel Prize winning author of Administrative Behavior -- cited as the fifth most
influential management book of all time (Bedeian & Wren, 2001) — observed that a man who had a brilliant
understanding of key concepts but who did not effectively communicate those concepts to others in his organization
was unable to benefit that organization. Business writing, to be truly useful, must be meaningfully communicated to
a specific audience for a clear purpose and that purpose must be one that is important to its readers (Max, 2016).

The reality is that the skills of business writing are elusive and successful writing often takes painstaking effort
(Canavor, 2018) -- even for the best of writers (Selingo, 2017). For example, Martin Chilton (2012) noted that the
brilliant Ernest Hemingway wrote and rewrote forty-seven different endings to his novel, Farewell to Arms, in his
struggle “to get the words right.” The myth that “Writing is easy” is simply not correct and, like any worthwhile skill,
the ability to write effectively takes time and effort to develop (Garner, 2013).

Davidson and Emig (2015) provide a summary of ten qualities of powerful writing. Effective writing consists of the
following elements.

1) Meets a Need — Business writing must accomplish an important purpose.
2) Appropriate Tone — Writing must be respectful of its audience.

3) Informative Content — A substantive message is clearly expressed.

4) Movement — The message goes somewhere and makes sense.
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5) Readable Format — The message format is easy to read and understand.

6) Conciseness — Words are simple, concrete, and precise.

7) Voice — Words communicate naturally, as in normal conversation.

8) Originality — The message communicates something new or an old message in a new way.
9) Rhythm — The writing flows naturally and smoothly.

10) Mechanics — Grammar, spelling, punctuation, and usage are appropriate and correct.

Although these qualities are relatively simple to enumerate, they can be difficult to achieve. Despite the fact that
college and university students may have written many papers throughout their pre-college years, they may still be
far from effective at communicating in writing at the tertiary level or within a business context.

4. The Ten-Step Model

The purpose of this section is to present ten specific steps which, when applied as part of a comprehensive approach
to improving business student writing skills, is likely to exponentially improve those capabilities and prepare
graduates to write more effectively as employees. Each of these ten steps is based upon well-established
organizational and educational principles and the ten-step model is the integration of those principles into a
comprehensive writing improvement program.

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

Obtain Organization Commitment. The importance of developing business student writing skills must be
understood, appreciated, and supported with resources at all levels of a college or university. Top
administrators must fully endorse the goals and objectives and express that commitment to heads of
departments, faculty, support staff, and students. Top-down commitment is critical to the success of any
major change initiative and is most effective when leaders offer visible and regular support of any change
(Scholtes & Joiner, 2003). But faculty in Business and related departments must also be fully committed to
“Writing Across the Curriculum” and to giving students the opportunity to develop their writing skills
(Saulnier, 2016). Finally, students must understand and buy-in to becoming full “owners and partners” in
their own commitment to improving their writing skills (cf. Block, 2013).

Create a Faculty Support Team. Business faculty must become fully-engaged and committed advocates of
improving writing skills by requiring students to complete writing assignments and to meet high
professional standards in virtually every Business course (Saulnier, 2016). The entire Business School
faculty must become a united faculty support team and demonstrate that commitment by willingly providing
students with detailed feedback about writing assignments. In addition, faculty from other disciplines should
also be encouraged to hold students accountable to high writing standards, particularly in courses requiring
analysis and problem-solving skills. Faculty must not only hold students accountable for their writing
abilities but must constantly improve their skills as well (Bartlett, 2003).

Engage Student Ownership. Student peers have the greatest impact upon student behaviors and the success
of a writing improvement program can be greatly enhanced by student ownership and commitment —
including the process of peer monitoring of student plagiarism and violations of academic integrity
(Caldwell, 2010). Student leaders who understand the importance of developing writing skills as a condition
precedent for professional success can play a significant role in educating their peers and outstanding
student writers who have developed excellent skills can be both role models and tutors for other students.

Pre-assess Student Writing Skills. For each business student they should be pre-assessed upon entrance into
the college or university to document their writing level, weaknesses, and areas needing improvement. That
benchmarking should provide each student with a customized remediation plan, if remediation is necessary.
Improvement must be focused on the areas where each individual student is weak. For each business course
that a student takes, (s)he should also be pre-assessed and provided with coaching and support at his or her
individual level of writing competence. Vocabulary, spelling, reading comprehension, grammatical
knowledge, organization of ideas, and other key elements of effective writing should be included in each
pre-assessment (Varner & Pomerenke, 1998).

Incorporate Clear Rubrics. Rubrics and examples of expected writing assignments are powerful teaching
tools and can clarify in students’ minds the key elements to include in a written assignment and the relative
value of each of those elements (Appleman, 2017). Rubrics have been well established as an important
teaching tool and can help students to understand where to focus their efforts, what to include, and why each
element of the rubric is important (Routman, 2004; Mannino & Shoaf, 2007).
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6)

7)

8)

9)

10)

Utilize Software Resources. Commercially available software resources can be tremendously helpful to
assist business students to improve their writing skills and to self-check their initial writing drafts.
Turnitin.com (2017) contains an outstanding set of aids to provide students with specific feedback about
writing quality. Grammarly (Grammarly, Inc. 2017) is also an excellent resource for checking grammar and
usage. Business faculty need to specifically teach their students how to use these software tools as part of a
class in Business Research and Writing which is taught to all business students at the beginning of their
academic careers. Faculty in advanced courses should also remind students who obviously have not used
this software when those students turn in a sub-standard writing assignment.

Establish a Business Writing Center. Creating a Business Writing Center to assist business students with
writing assignments can be a powerful tool to help students to identify errors, learn how to self-check their
own work, and develop writing skills that enable them to communicate simply, clearly, and powerfully
(Griffin, 2001). Business Writing Centers can be staffed by a full-time faculty member, multiple faculty
members on a part-time basis, and volunteer and compensated student tutors. Clear ground rules which
define the expectations and requirements provided to students are a necessity for maintaining standards of
both quality and control, but the focus of the Business Writing Center should always be to teach students to
identify their writing errors, to improve their writing quality, and to develop the skills to be an effective
writer upon graduation (May, Thompson, & Hebblethwaite, 2012).

Involve Student Peer Support. Building into the classroom opportunities for student peer support from
students who are outstanding writers can have a powerful effect in helping those excellent student peers to
assist their colleagues. Care should be given to give those student peer leaders full academic recognition for
their contribution as peer leaders. Student peers should also be encouraged to play an active role in
programs designed to help other students to improve their writing — including serving as student coaches in
the Business Writing Center. This opportunity for peers to help their colleagues develops leadership skills,
increases confidence, and enables outstanding writers to serve others. Compensating student peers as
Business Writing Center tutors can be accomplished in many ways, including tuition deferment or a
scholarship, in addition to enabling qualified students to earn money and be recognized for their
contribution on their resumes. Some schools create “Business Writing Fellows” as a distinction for
outstanding peer role models (Parent, Nielsen-Dube, Stowe, Schwartz, Sendall & Cain, 2011).

Research and Integrate Others’ Successes. Tracking the successes of other colleges and universities in
improving student writing skills enables a school to identify whether the programs and innovations
introduced elsewhere could be contextually consistent with the culture and context of one’s own academic
institution (Sundem, 2006). “One size” or program successfully implemented elsewhere definitely does not
fit all circumstances. A careful determination should be made as to whether the unique context of another
academic institution may equate with that of one’s own school setting. Sharing information with other
schools that are currently involved in improving student writing can only benefit both parties, assuming that
a careful analysis of the context of a program’s success is taken into consideration.

Post-test and Document. Post-testing student progress in writing identifies both student progress and the
relative success of individualized methods to improve student writing (Ruppert, Weihrich & Carpenter,
2012). The post-test process should be used in many ways. Before students are allowed admission into
upper level business classes, they should be required to meet an established standard of writing and research
proficiency in order to succeed in those advanced classes. All business students should be expected to
complete writing assignments across the business curriculum and students whose performance falls below
the expected standard should also be identified and required to receive additional research and writing
assistance through the Business Writing Center. Finally, all graduating business students should be required
to successfully pass a writing competency assessment as a condition of graduation.

Although there are never guarantees that an academic program will always be successful, these ten elements or steps
will enable business schools to improve the likelihood that their business students will be able to meet the writing
standards required by employers.

5. A Challenge to Business Schools

Academic institutions, and Schools of Business, have frequently been criticized for their failure to remain current
with the needs of the business community (Pfeffer & Fong, 2002; Mintzberg, 2005). “It’s academic” has
unfortunately come to mean that an idea is perceived to be ivory tower, impractical, far too theoretical, and lacking
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in practical value (Caldwell & Jeane, 2007). Business schools have been criticized for failing to prepare graduates to
work in the real world and for their inability to meet the needs of business employers (Mintzberg, 2005).

The ability to write effectively is widely acknowledged as a critical skill of business graduates — yet a skill that many
business graduates consistently fail to demonstrate (Kotzee & Johnson, 2011). Preparing business graduates to
perform effectively on the job is a moral duty that business schools owe their students (Caldwell, Karri & Matula,
2005). Employers struggle worldwide to compete in a global marketplace (Collins & Porras, 2004), and the modern
society has been unable to deal successfully with a numbing list of compelling problems (Friedman, 2009; Anderson,
Ndalamba & Caldwell, 2017). Solving the problems facing business and society will demand that business graduates
demonstrate the ability to communicate effectively in writing. Business schools and their leaders can benefit by
incorporating this ten-step model and their challenge is to raise the bar of their performance in preparing their
graduates to become effective communicators if the problems facing businesses and communities are to be
effectively addressed.
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