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Abstract 

This paper provides an analysis of specific learning outcomes in an undergraduate commerce 

degree in a large research-intensive university in Australia. It uses data collected from 

assurance of learning activities as part of Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of 

Business (AACSB) accreditation. A total of 267 assessments were marked using nine 

different rubrics in nine different subjects. It assessed six learning outcomes. Results indicate 

that a number of skills deficits exist among commerce students’ application of mathematical 

tools, analysis of business issues or problems, demonstration and application of theories, 

models or concepts, describing alternative methods of analysis, generating supported 

conclusions or solutions, and analysing the research of others. These findings tell us that there 

are a number of higher-order thinking skills that students need to develop when they pursue a 

commerce degree. It also creates a challenge for universities to foster an environment where 

these skills are developed in the curriculum. The wider implications to higher education 

include a reconsideration of the purpose of the commerce degree, the importance of feedback 

from various stakeholders (e.g., alumni, employers) to inform the commerce curriculum, and 

the range of learning experiences that develop these skills. More importantly, this study has 

identified specific skills deficits across the broad generic skills embedded in the commerce 

degree. It can assist academic staff and program managers in planning for future curriculum 

improvements as they see fit in the context of their own commerce programs. 
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Introduction 

Hearing Paul McCartney sing The Long and Winding Road is reminiscent of the long journey 

of a student in an undergraduate commerce program with all its challenges and milestones. 

The development of a set of learning outcomes as part of a program is what characterises 

most programs in Australia. A graduate is ‘promised’ a combination of discipline- and 

behaviour-specific outcomes found in most university handbooks. The commerce degree is 

no different. Across Australia, the focus has been on what students will likely achieve at the 

completion of their study, if handbooks are to examine.  

The commerce degree provides an entry to a wide range of business fields. Most commerce 

degrees in Australia offer students a choice of various major fields such as accounting, 

finance, economics, management and marketing. Various universities conduct various types 

of reviews to ascertain the relevance of the commerce undergraduate degree. This could be in 

the form of programmatic curriculum reviews or a combination of direct and indirect 

measures of achievement (e.g. employer and alumni feedback).  

It is not uncommon to examine undergraduate commerce or business degrees. However, 

although we know that there are skills deficits in specific areas such as critical thinking, 

problem solving and communication skills, it is still unclear which specific areas students 

could or could not do within these broad categories of skills, including ‘generic’ skills. Some 

have examined oral communication and writing skills (Bacon & Anderson, 2004; Burke-

Smalley, 2014; Lusher, 2003) to assess students’ ability to present ideas clearly in oral 

presentation and business writing tasks. ‘General education’ goals, as in the case of the US, 

have been assessed to look into students’ development of business-specific outcomes. Also, 

there have been attempts to measure a range of other skills such as creativity and innovation 

(Kohl, Kuo, Kowalski & Kowalski, 2012), entrepreneurial skills (Bilén, Kisenwether, Rzasa 

& Wise, 2005), and professionalism (Blake & Gutierrez, 2011). 

Several methods have also been used when undertaking outcomes assessment in business. 

Carrithers and Bean (2008) used client memos to assess the critical thinking skills of senior-

level finance majors and found that problems were associated with problem identification, 

application of tools, translation of finance concepts to lay language, and construction of 

graphs. Barrett (2010) used e-portfolios in an online learning environment to assess business 

undergraduates’ ‘intellectual capital’ and their preparedness for a career. Sheridan, Lord and 

Campbell (2000) used a test instrument to measure accounting-specific problem solving 

skills. 

Using rubrics is also not new. Riebe and Jackson (2014) used rubrics to benchmark and 

assess employability skills with inputs from academics and employers. Rau (2009) also used 

rubrics in a business strategy class as a way to measure course outcomes among senior-level 

undergraduate business students. The various assessments made did not only focus on 

specific fields of business but across major fields such as accounting, economics, finance, 

management and marketing.   



However, there have been few attempts to assess some specific skills in the commerce 

undergraduate degree. Notably, there is little attention to measure students’ ability to 

demonstrate knowledge of theories, models or concepts. While assessing students’ problem 

solving skills feature more prominently in the literature, students’ ability to analyse 

organisational problems and offer solutions or their ability to apply mathematical and 

statistical skills still remain under-researched. It is important to highlight the commerce 

degree because of the contribution of its graduates to the knowledge-based society. Thus, 

ensuring that they meet certain desired outcomes is important. One way to do this is to 

examine some of the most important skills and capabilities needed in their professional 

career, find out what is missing and act to improve any deficiencies. 

Thus, in this study, attention is given to an examination of a commerce degree in one 

business faculty in a large research-intensive university in Australia. The degree program is a 

flagship program in the faculty of business and attracts an enrolment of more than 5000 

students. This study will highlight selected learning outcomes in that degree, present the 

rubrics used to assess those outcomes and reveal the outcomes of the assessment. The overall 

aim is to examine a range of skills required for an undergraduate commerce student and 

identify areas that impede the development of those skills. Specifically, the following 

research questions are sought to be addressed:  

• What particular skills in the commerce degree do students have difficulty with? 

• What were the kinds of assessment tools or rubrics developed to assess particular 

skills? 

• What is the way forward in developing skills deficits?  

Finally, suggested ways to address some of the issues in developing particular outcomes in 

commerce or business are offered. 

Methods 

The collected data from assurance of learning activities within the faculty of business for the 

bachelor of commerce comprised the data for the study. Relevant ethics approval has been 

granted for using such data. The data mainly composed of rubrics developed for the 

assurance of learning exercise and the ‘reflections’ or planned actions that the lecturers have 

submitted in response to the results of the assurance of learning process. 

The data was collected from nine subjects under the bachelor of commerce program in two 

years (2012 and 2014). There is only one bachelor degree (bachelor of commerce) in this 

university. Thus, no other commerce undergraduate degrees were assessed. There was also 

the focus on the undergraduate degree due to its unique status in the faculty. The masters 

programs are also unique in themselves and a comparison between the skills deficits in 

masters programs and the undergraduate commerce degree is not the interest in this study and 

would be best to study separately.  

Six learning outcomes in the commerce program have been assessed. This involved the 

development of six rubrics across the six subjects and the assessment of 267 pieces of 



assessment. The assessments were from across the first, second and final year of the 

commerce degree. The resulting learning outcomes assessed for the purpose of this study 

have been shortened and the table below (Table 1) summarises the data used. 

Table 1 

Learning outcomes assessed 

Learning outcome (LO)  Year assessed Number of pieces 

of assessment 

sampled 

LO1. Applying mathematical 

and statistical skills 

2014 

 

58 

 

LO2. Demonstrating 

knowledge of theories or 

models 

2014 100 

LO3. Demonstrating 

knowledge of key concepts 

2014 50 

LO4. Analysing organisational 

problems and generating 

solutions 

2014 

 

33 

 

LO5. Describing alternative 

methods of analysis 

2014 12 

LO6. Analysing the research 

of others, integrating theory 

and case analysis 

2012 14 

 

The assurance of learning process was carried out using the following steps: 

1. A bachelor of commerce learning outcome was mapped against the outcomes of a 

particular subject; 

2. A new or existing assessment related to the selected learning outcomes was identified; 

3. A rubric was developed to assess the selected learning outcome; 

4. An independent marker was employed to assess the pieces of sampled assessments 

against the relevant learning outcome using the appropriate rubric; 

5. The relevant lecturer was provided with the results and asked for comment and plans 

of action. 

The rubrics were simplified to only include three levels of achievement (below, meeting and 

exceeding expectations). The analysis involved the independent markers (e.g. tutors) marking 

the sampled pieces of assessment and completing the rubrics for each student or a group of 

students in case of a group assessment task. In no way that the assessment using rubrics was 

similar to the marking guide used by the lecturers. However, marks from both the rubrics and 

marking guide were found more or less consistent later on. The lecturers were only involved 

in developing the rubrics assisted by another staff from a teaching and learning unit. A total 

of nine tutors were employed, one for each of the rubrics developed. 



Each rubric is completed with a mark. Each rubric is also completed by an overall mark to 

indicate the overall mark of each student taking into account individual marks on each 

criterion. For example, in most cases, the rubrics were ‘3x3’ matrices. That is, three columns 

and three rows indicating three levels of achievement and three criteria. Frequencies were 

calculated in each of the nine cells and an overall mark is also recorded. If a student scored 

all three criteria as meeting expectations, it is likely that the overall mark is also “meets 

expectations”. Marking is solely at the discretion of the marker independent of any marking 

the lecturer has made. 

The rubrics and their results are reported in each of the six learning outcomes (see Results). 

Tallies, frequencies and percentages were used. For anonymity, pseudonyms were used for 

the subject codes and titles, names of lecturers or tutors and other cases where appropriate to 

de-identify any of the data. Also, no student names are used. 

Results 

Learning outcome 1: Applying mathematical and statistical tools of analysis 

More than 200 students were enrolled in Subject 1, a second year level subject on analysing 

business decisions. A sample of 58 commerce students was taken. The 4000-word essay task 

required students to apply basic mathematical and statistical tools of analysis for a range of 

problems in various business fields (e.g., economics, finance, marketing). The task required 

students to identify and describe a problem, review the literature, apply tools of analysis and 

suggest courses of action. The paper was also marked against a fifth criterion, structure and 

presentation. 

Results indicate that the total number of students with an overall rating of ‘below 

expectations’ is 11 (19%); ‘meets expectations’ 37 (64%); and ‘exceeds expectations’ 10 

(17%). Table 2 presents in more detail the number of students that performed at a certain 

level in each criterion.    

 

Table 2 

Subject 1 rubric and results for applying mathematical and statistical tools 
Level of 

achievement 

Criteria 

 Identification 

and description 

of problem to 

be analysed  

 

 

 

 

(6 marks) 

Collection 

and review of 

relevant 

literature 

 

 

 

 

(6 marks) 

Description and 

application of 

the 

mathematical 

approach to 

analyse and 

solve the 

problem 

 

(16 marks) 

Suggestions for 

courses of action to 

the company, and 

critical evaluation of 

the mathematical 

modeling approach 

 

 

(8 marks) 

 

Structure and 

presentation. 

Use of 

appropriate 

language, 

spelling and 

punctuation 

 

(4 marks) 

 

Below 

expectations 

<= 50%  

Problem 

selection is 

There is no 

literature 

Decision 

modeling tool is 

incorrectly 

Recommendations are 

not based on decision 

analysis or are absent. 

Poorly 

presented, 

numerous 



 

 

poorly defined 

and elementary  

 

 

 

(0 to 3pts) 

n = 8 (13.8%) 

cited or 

referenced  

 

 

 

 

(0 to 3pts) 

n = 16 

(27.6%) 

applied with 

little effort 

displayed  

 

(0 to 8pts) 

n = 11 (19%) 

Limited 

reflection/criticism 

 

 

(0 to 4pts)  

n = 17 (29.3%) 

errors. Lack of 

effort.  

 

 

(0 to 2pts) 

n = 16 

(27.6%) 

 

Meets 

expectations 

51-79% 

 

Problem 

selection 

reflects typical 

business 

examples 

represented in 

the text book. 

Problem is 

well defined.  

 

 

 

 

 

(3.1 to 4.7pts) 

n = 25 (43.1%) 

There is at 

least one 

reference 

from a 

relevant 

scientific 

journal 

(Interfaces 

for example) 

and relevant 

references 

from popular 

business 

press  

 

(3.1 to 

4.7pts) 

n = 27 

(46.5%) 

Decision 

modeling 

technique is 

applied with 

synthetic data 

demonstrating a 

basic 

understanding 

of the processes 

involved. 

 

 

 

 

(8.1 to 12.7pts) 

n = 29 (50%) 

Recommendations are 

clear and based on 

decision analysis 

modeling. Some 

discussion of 

limitations of 

approach.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(4.1 to 6.3pts) 

n = 29 (50%) 

A good 

business 

report – some 

errors – 

capable of 

improvement 

with grammar  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(2.1 to 3.1pts) 

n = 36 

(62.1%) 

 

Exceeds 

expectations 

80-100% 

 

Problem 

selection is 

challenging, 

well defined 

and explained 

in depth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(4.8 to 6pts) 

n = 25 (43.1%) 

Report has 

strong 

relevant 

scientific 

articles, 

correctly 

referenced.  

 

 

 

 

 

(4.8 to 6pts) 

n = 15 

(25.9%) 

Demonstrated 

mastery of 

decision 

modeling 

technique with 

supporting fact 

based data 

appropriately 

analysed. 

 

 

 

(12.8 to 16pts) 

n = 18 (31%) 

Insightful discussion 

of results and clearly 

supported 

recommendations 

which appear 

reasonable and 

practical. Mature 

detailed reflection on 

limitations of analysis 

and consequences for 

decision  

 

(6.4 to 8pts) 

n = 12 (20.7%) 

High quality 

business 

report – clear, 

no errors, 

Executive 

summary, 

Professional  

 

 

 

 

 

(3.2 to 4pts) 

n = 6 (10.3%) 

 

 

Upon reflection, the lecturer recognised that the skills deficits indicated in the results suggest 

that students find difficulty in reviewing the literature and citing appropriate references; 

evaluation of the mathematical models used to solve the problem; and the use of appropriate 

language, spelling and punctuation. In a more serious note, it is recognised that some students 

who were rated ‘below expectations’ defined problems poorly, incorrectly applied 

mathematical models and provided unsupported decisions. Only 1 in 5 students was able to 

provide an insightful discussion of results and clearly supported recommendations.     

Learning outcome 2: Demonstrating knowledge of theories or models 

For this particular learning outcome, a sample of 100 students was taken from Subject 2, a 

second year level subject in management with more than 1000 students enrolled. The task 



was a 1000 word essay requiring students to demonstrate the use of a particular theory, 

identifying specific factors that affect decisions, and describing a situation where a decision 

can be made. 

Results indicate that the total number of students with an overall rating of ‘below 

expectations’ is 36 (36%); ‘meets expectations’ 57 (57%); and ‘exceeds expectations’ 7 (7%). 

Table 3 presents in more detail the number of students that performed at a certain level in 

each criterion.    

 

Table 3 

Subject 2 rubric and results for demonstrating knowledge of theories or models 
Level of 

achievement 

Criteria 

 Demonstrating how attribution 

theory can explain the 

behaviour of interviewers and 

interviewees in a job selection 

process  

 

Identifying biases that affect 

selections made and how 

each can influence hiring 

decisions made  

Describing a situation 

where an important 

decision has to be made  

 

Below 

expectations 

 

Shows limited or some 

understanding of attribution 

theory and the types of 

information that forms an 

attribution; no or partial 

connections between the theory 

definition and the job interview 

situation; provides incorrect or 

poor comments on the roles of 

interviewers and interviewees, 

including impact of errors on 

selection decisions 

 

n = 34 (34%) 

Incorrectly identifies some 

or all biases to use and lacks 

description of the 

implications of their choice; 

fails to recognise that many 

biases interact and to 

provide sufficient reason; 

misses that an interview is 

an interaction and does not 

discuss that biases can affect 

the perceptions of 

interviewees 

  

 

n = 44 (44%) 

Quite ill-focused, moves 

away from directly 

responding to the question; 

presents a weak case for 

their choice of a scenario; 

unclear about passing 

judgement on or making 

predictions about another 

person’s behaviour. Unable 

to consider the impact that 

attribution errors have on 

decision making. 

 

n = 35 (35%) 

 

Meets 

expectations 

 

Shows a reasonable level of 

understanding of attribution 

theory and the types of 

information that forms an 

attribution; sufficiently relates 

the theory definition to the job 

interview situation; provides 

good comments on the roles of 

interviewers and interviewees 

 

 

 

n = 50 (50%) 

Correctly identifies which 

biases to use and describes 

adequately the implications 

of their choice; recognises 

that many biases interact but 

may not include sufficient 

reason; recognises that an 

interview is an interaction 

and discusses biases that can 

affect the perceptions of 

interviewees 

 

n = 48 (48%) 

 

Good selection of a 

scenario with sufficient 

arguments that make a 

case; makes appropriate 

predictions about the likely 

behaviour of someone in 

the future; considers 

appropriately the impact 

that attribution errors have 

on decision making   

 

 

 

n = 51 (51%) 

Exceeds 

expectations 

 

Shows an outstanding level of 

understanding in effectively 

combining consensus, 

distinctiveness and consistency 

information to form attribution; 

relates effectively the theory 

definition to the job interview 

Correctly identifies which 

biases to use and describes 

the implications of their 

choice effectively; spots that 

many biases interact which 

may compound or mitigate 

errors; recognises that an 

Makes a strong case for 

their choice of a scenario, 

including making the most 

plausible predictions about 

the likely behaviour of 

someone in the future; 

considers appropriately the 



situation; provides excellent 

comments on the roles of 

interviewers and interviewees, 

including impact of errors on 

selection decisions 

 

n = 16 (16%) 

interview is an interaction 

and discusses biases that can 

affect the perceptions of 

interviewees and explains 

this in a detailed manner 

 

n = 8 (8%) 

impact that attribution 

errors have on decision 

making, including its many 

causes, internal and 

external forces    

 

 

n = 14 (14%) 

 

 

Subject 2 is invariably a large cohort and the distribution of marks can be quite dispersed. 

However, based on the sample, the lecturer indicated that the results are reflective of the 

performance of students in past years. The difficulty observed in those students that did not 

meet expectations lies in demonstrating adequate knowledge of theory, sufficient reasoning 

and sufficient description of implications. 

Learning outcome 3: Demonstrating knowledge of key concepts 

Fifty students from 153 enrolled commerce students were sampled. Subject 3 is an 

econometrics subject and the task was to demonstrate knowledge of the concept of 

regression. It specifically asked students to test hypotheses, estimate models, use computer 

software and apply econometric methods to real data.  

Results showed that the total number of students with an overall rating of ‘below 

expectations’ is 11 (22%); ‘meets expectations’ 30 (60%); and ‘exceeds expectations’ 9 

(18%). Table 4 presents the results in more detail. 

 

Table 4 

Subject 3 rubric and results for demonstrating knowledge of key concepts 
Level of achievement  Criteria  

 Understanding of 

basic regression 

knowledge 

Estimating 

models and 

reporting 

results 

Developing a 

prediction 

interval as the 

appropriate 

statistical test 

(Part 1) 

 

Developing a 

hypothesis or an 

appropriate 

statistical test 

(Part 2) 

Providing 

reasons about a 

model 

 

 

Below 

expectations 

 

States only 1 or 2 

assumptions; 

incorrectly 

illustrates the 

violation of 

assumptions 

 

 

n = 3 (6%) 

Unable to 

produce an 

output using 

the model; 

lacks 

interpretation 

of results 

 

 

n = 21 (42%) 

Unable to form 

the interval or 

incorrectly 

identifies a 

statistical 

formula  

 

 

n = 22 (44%) 

Unable to form 

the hypothesis; 

incorrectly 

identifies or 

uses a statistical 

formula  

 

 

n = 9 (18%) 

Provides 

opinion based 

on guess; 

reasons are 

wrong or lack 

foundation or 

support 

 

n = 12 (24%) 

 

Meets 

expectations 

 

States 3 or 4 

assumptions; 

correctly 

illustrates the 

Correctly 

produces the 

appropriate 

output but 

presents a 

Forms the 

prediction 

interval 

correctly 

identifies but 

Forms the 

hypothesis 

correctly but 

may calculate it 

incorrectly and 

Provides basic 

comments; less 

intuitive 

reasons; 

provides an 



violation of 1 or 2 

assumptions 

 

 

 

n = 26 (52%) 

somewhat 

vague 

interpretation 

 

n = 26 (52%) 

may calculate it 

incorrectly and 

somewhat vague 

interpretation 

 

n = 18 (36%) 

somewhat 

vague 

interpretation 

 

 

n = 18 (36%) 

answer but 

lacks 

explanation 

 

n = 24 (48%) 

 

Exceeds 

expectations 

 

States all 5 

assumptions; 

correctly 

illustrates the 

circumstances in 

which three of 

these assumptions 

are violated 

 

 

 

 

n = 21 (42%) 

Correctly 

produces the 

appropriate 

output and 

presents a clear 

and correct 

interpretation 

 

 

 

 

 

n = 3 (6%) 

Forms the 

interval 

correctly with 

the correct 

numbers and 

provides clear 

and correct 

interpretation 

 

 

 

 

 

n = 10 (20%) 

Forms the 

hypothesis 

correctly, uses 

the correct 

numbers and 

provides clear 

and correct 

interpretation 

 

 

 

 

n = 23 (46%) 

Provides expert 

comments and 

displays 

intuitive 

reasoning; 

provides a 

correct answer 

supported with 

correct and 

clear 

explanation 

 

n = 14 (28%) 

 

 

Both the marker and the lecturer recognised the confidence of students in producing 

estimations and familiarity in interpreting the problem. The challenge mainly reported was 

some students’ inability to produce an output using the model and incorrectly applying 

statistical formulae. The opportunities offered to students were to provide them more review 

problems during tutor-student consultation hours.  

Learning outcome 4: Analysing organisational problems and generating solutions 

Sixty-six students were enrolled in Subject 4 and half were sampled. The task involved 

analysing organisational problems in an international context and generating solutions. 

Specifically, there were two parts to the essay that required students to understand the 

economic developments in a particular country and develop business strategies for 

multinational enterprises. 

Results showed that the total number of students with an overall rating of ‘below 

expectations’ is 3 (9%); ‘meets expectations’ 25 (76%); and ‘exceeds expectations’ 5 (15%). 

Table 5 presents the results in more detail. 

 

Table 5 

 

Subject 4 rubric and results for analysing organisational problems and generating solutions 
Level of 

achievement 

Criteria 

 Understanding corporate 

sector development in 

China  

Evaluating the latest 

developments in China 

Evaluating business 

strategies of multinational 

enterprises (MNEs) in 

adapting to the economic 

and  business development 

in China 

 

Below 

expectations 

Uses no or misinterprets 

data; misapplies concepts 

Little or no mention of the pros 

and cons, strengths and 

Displays rudimentary 

understanding of how 



 or theories; lacks 

understanding of the 

context or the given 

issue(s); describes the 

‘what’ in most instances 

and not the ‘why’; 

understanding is basic and 

somewhat superficial;   

 

 

n = 1 (3%) 

weaknesses; evaluation is mostly 

based on opinion and lacks 

support or evidence; unable to 

balance the debates around 

issues; proposes 

recommendations that are less 

specific and practical; unable to 

make references to China’s 

important development periods 

and reforms 

 

n = 8 (24%) 

MNEs operate in China 

based on its current 

economic and business 

environments, its norms and 

culture; Unable to make 

connection between MNEs’ 

business activities and 

China’s past and current 

policy structure and 

implications;  

 

n = 5 (15%) 

 

Meets 

expectations 

 

Uses and interprets some 

data effectively; applies 

relevant concepts or 

theories; shows sufficient 

understanding of the 

context or the given 

issue(s); describes the 

‘what’ and the ‘why’ but 

misses some rationale; 

shows thorough 

understanding of the 

corporate sector 

development in China;   

 

n = 27 (82%) 

Able to describe effectively the 

pros and cons, strengths and 

weaknesses in the analysis; 

evaluation is grounded and 

supported with some evidence; 

effectively balances the debates 

around issues; proposes 

recommendations that are 

practical; able to make clear 

references to China’s important 

development periods and 

reforms 

 

 

 

n = 18 (54%) 

Displays sufficient 

understanding of how 

MNEs operate in China 

based on its current 

economic and business 

environments, its norms and 

culture; Effectively 

examines the relationship 

between MNEs’ business 

activities and China’s past 

and current policy structure 

and implications;  

 

 

n = 25 (76%) 

 

Exceeds 

expectations 

 

Uses and interprets all 

relevant data effectively; 

applies relevant concepts 

or theories with great care; 

shows sophisticated 

understanding of the 

context or the given 

issue(s); describes the 

‘what’ and the ‘why’ 

clearly; shows thorough 

and in-depth 

understanding of the 

corporate sector 

development in China;   

 

 

 

n = 5 (15%) 

Describes the pros and cons, 

strengths and weaknesses in the 

analysis in a thorough and 

comprehensive manner; 

evaluation is strongly grounded 

and supported with evidence; 

effectively balances the debates 

around issues; proposes 

recommendations that are 

specific and practical; able to 

make clear references to China’s 

important development periods 

and reforms; cites some 

examples to illustrate and 

support analysis 

 

 

n = 7 (21%) 

Displays an expert level of 

understanding of how 

MNEs operate in China 

based on its current 

economic and business 

environments, its norms and 

culture; Effectively 

examines the relationship 

between MNEs’ business 

activities and China’s past 

and current policy structure 

and implications; Extends 

evaluation further by 

proposing ways forward for 

China 

 

n = 3 (9%) 

    

Although the results from the tutor marker indicate that only three students did not meet 

expectations, it was observed that a couple of students did not do well in evaluation – the 

ability to weigh advantages and disadvantages, describe strength in analysis, suggest sound 

and practical recommendations and support judgements. 

Learning outcome 5: Describing alternative methods of analysis 

Subject 5 is a mixed class involving commerce honours (n = 12) and master of commerce 

students. The tasked was for students to describe, and use appropriately, a range of alternative 

methods of analysis.  



Results showed that the total number of students with an overall rating of ‘below 

expectations’ is 0 (0%); ‘meets expectations’ 6 (50%); and ‘exceeds expectations’ 6 (50%). 

Table 6 presents the results in more detail. 

 

Table 6 

Subject 5 rubric and results for describing alternative methods of analysis 
Level of achievement Criteria  

 Understanding the 

research process 

(Section A) 

 

Understanding the 

philosophy of social 

science (Section B) 

 

Understanding 

qualitative research 

methods (Section C) 

 

Understanding 

quantitative 

research methods 

(Section D) 

 

Below 

expectations 

 

Unable to or 

presents weak 

description what 

makes research 

unethical; provides 

weak reasoning of 

ethical principles; 

provides weak 

comparison of 

research-based 

knowledge and 
other forms of 

knowledge; unable 

to or provides 

incomplete list of 

considerations in 

developing a 

research design  

 

n = 6 (50%) 

Fails to rationalise the 

importance of 

understanding the 

philosophy of social 

science; explains 

superficially the 

differences between 

ontology, epistemology 

and methodology; weak 

explanations of 

‘positivism’ and ‘social 
constructionism’ and 

their epistemological 

and methodological 

assumptions. 

 

 

 

n = 0 (0%) 

Demonstrates an 

inadequate 

understanding of the 

main advantages and 

disadvantages of 

qualitative 

approaches; unable 

to distinguish 

between two 

approaches in 

research; unable to 
identify and explain 

the types of 

questions used in 

semi-structured 

interviews 

 

 

 

 

n = 0 (0%)  

Demonstrates an 

inadequate 

understanding of 

the main 

advantages and 

disadvantages of 

quantitative 

approaches; 

provides weak 

analysis of 

hypothesis testing 
and Popper’s 

critique of 

inductive method 

and falsification. 

 

 

 

n = 1 (8%) 

 

Meets 

expectations 

 

Adequately 

describes what 

makes research 

unethical; provides 

effective reasoning 

of ethical principles; 

provides a good 

comparison of 

research-based 

knowledge and 

other forms of 

knowledge; 

provides a complete 

list of 

considerations in 

developing a 

research design  

 

 

n = 3 (25%) 

Makes appropriate 

explanations of the 

importance of 

understanding the 

philosophy of social 

science; explains 

thoroughly the 

differences between 

ontology, epistemology 

and methodology; clear 

explanations of 

‘positivism’ and ‘social 

constructionism’ and 

their epistemological 

and methodological 

assumptions. 

 

n = 6 (50%) 

Shows an adequate 

understanding of the 

main advantages and 

disadvantages of 

qualitative 

approaches; clearly 

distinguishes 

between two 

approaches in 

research; identifies 

and explains 

effectively the types 

of questions used in 

semi-structured 

interviews 

 

 

 

n = 5 (42%) 

Shows an adequate 

understanding of 

the main 

advantages and 

disadvantages of 

quantitative 

approaches; 

provides thorough 

analysis of 

hypothesis testing 

and Popper’s 

critique of 

inductive method 

and falsification. 

 

 

 

n = 9 (75%) 

 

Exceeds 

expectations 

 

Describes in detail 

what makes 

research unethical; 

Provides appropriate 

and detailed 

explanations of the 

Shows a 

sophisticated 

understanding of the 

Shows a 

sophisticated 

understanding of 



provides strong 

reasoning of ethical 

principles; provides 

detailed comparison 

of research-based 

knowledge and 

other forms of 

knowledge; 

provides a complete 

list of 

considerations in 

developing a 

research design  

 

 

 

 

 

 

n = 3 (25%) 

importance of 

understanding the 

philosophy of social 

science; presents 

correct, balanced, and 

thorough explanation of 

the differences between 

ontology, epistemology 

and methodology; 

demonstrates a 

sophisticated clarity in 

explaining ‘positivism’ 

and ‘social 

constructionism’ and 

their epistemological 

and methodological 

assumptions. 

 

n = 6 (50%) 

main advantages and 

disadvantages of 

qualitative 

approaches; presents 

a clear, balanced, 

and thorough 

explanation of the 

differences between 

two approaches in 

research; identifies 

and explains 

effectively, including 

thorough details, the 

types of questions 

used in semi-

structured interviews 

 

 

n = 7 (58%) 

the main 

advantages and 

disadvantages of 

quantitative 

approaches; 

provides clear, 

detailed and well-

supported analysis 

of hypothesis 

testing and 

Popper’s critique 

of inductive 

method and 

falsification. 

 

 

 

 

n = 2 (17%) 

 

Learning outcome 6: Analysing the research of others, integrating theory and case 

analysis 

Another group of commerce honours students were assessed for analysing and evaluating 

literature and applying relevant theories from the literature to a particular case. Fourteen 

students were assessed for this particular skill.  

Results (Table 7) showed that the total number of students with an overall rating of ‘below 

expectations’ is 1 (7%); ‘meets expectations’ 3 (21%); and ‘exceeds expectations’ 10 (72%).  

 

Table 7 

Subject 6 rubric and results for analysing the research of others, integrating theory and case 

analysis  
Level of 

Achievement  

Criteria 

 
Knowledge and use 

of theory  

Critical juxtaposition 

of theories  

Presentation of the 

case  

Integration of theory 

and case  

Below  

Expectations  

You display a 

rudimentary 

understanding of the 

relevant theories 

pertinent to the issue 

at hand. Yet you 

typically do not 

display a clear ability 

to succinctly and 

coherently recount 

the theory. You are 

not (or only 

You have picked two 

theories, but you do 

not (or only 

marginally) argue 

how the theories 

provide contrasting 

views on the issue at 

hand. Typically your 

juxtaposition is not 

nuanced and sets (at 

least) one perspective 

up as a strawman 

You have made a 

rudimentary 

presentation of the 

case (issue at hand, 

your position, your 

company and your 

industry). Yet you 

do not provide 

compelling data on 

the importance of 

the issue. The data 

may either be 

You have made 

rudimentary links 

between the 2 

theories and the case. 

Your line of 

argument did not 

empower you to 

reach an informed 

opinion about the 

issue at hand since 

the link between 

theory and case was 



marginally) 

addressing the 

epistemological 

short-comings of the 

theories.  

                                               

 n = 1 (7%) 

rather than a 

supportive account 

on its own terms.  

 

 

n = 1 (7%) 

                                                                            

irrelevant, 

inconsequential or 

incomplete.  

       

                                  

n = 0 (0%) 

not compelling. Your 

account is therefore 

mostly descriptive.  

       

 

                                     

n = 1 (7%) 

Meets  

Expectations  

You display a 

developed 

understanding of the 

relevant theories 

pertinent to the issue 

at hand. In addition, 

you display the 

ability to succinctly 

and coherently 

recount the theories. 

Yet you typically are 

not (or only 

marginally) able to 

critically reflect on 

the epistemological 

short-comings of the 

theories 

(assumptions, factors 

left out of theoretical 

scope, etc.).  

 

n = 8 (57%) 

You make clear how 

the two theories 

provide contrasting 

views on the issue at 

hand in an adequate 

manner. In addition 

your juxtaposition is 

nuanced and provides 

a supportive account 

of both on their own 

terms. You typically 

do not (or only 

marginally) make a 

critical comparison of 

the two theories in 

terms of their 

epistemological 

assumptions and lines 

of reasoning.  

           

n = 6 (43%) 

Your presentation 

of the case (issue at 

hand, your 

position, your 

company and your 

industry) is 

relevant and allows 

you to make an 

informed 

assessment of the 

issue at hand. The 

data has a 

satisfactory level of 

completeness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

n = 7 (50) 

You have made 

adequate links 

between the 2 

theories and the case. 

As such, your line of 

argument empowered 

you to reach an 

informed opinion in a 

practical sense about 

the issue at hand 

since the link 

between theory and 

case was compelling. 

Your account allows 

for a substantive 

explanation of the 

issue at hand.  

 

 

 

 

n = 10 (72%) 

 

Exceeds 

Expectations  

You display a 

detailed and 

convincing 

understanding of the 

relevant theories 

pertinent to the issue 

at hand. In addition, 

you display a clear 

and compelling 

ability to succinctly 

and coherently 

recount the theories.  

Furthermore, you are 

able to critically 

reflect on the 

epistemological 

short-comings of the 

theories 

(assumptions, factors 

left out of theoretical 

scope, etc.).  

You make clear how 

the two theories 

provide contrasting 

views on the issue at 

hand in a convincing 

manner. In addition 

your juxtaposition is 

nuanced and provides 

a supportive account 

of both on their own 

terms. Furthermore, 

you provide a critical 

comparison of the 

two theories in terms 

of their 

epistemological 

assumptions and lines 

of reasoning.  

 

 

 

Your presentation 

of the case (issue at 

hand, your 

position, your 

company and your 

industry) is 

relevant and allows 

you to make an 

informed 

assessment of the 

issue at hand. The 

data has a high 

level of 

completeness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You have made 

convincing links 

between the 2 

theories and the case. 

As such, your line of 

argument empowered 

you to reach an 

informed opinion in 

both a practical and 

theoretical sense 

about the issue at 

hand since the link 

between theory and 

case was compelling. 

Upon critical 

reflection, you are 

able to address some 

of the 

epistemological 

shortcomings of both 

theories. 



 

n = 5 (36%) 

 

n = 7 (50%) 

 

n = 7 (50%) 

        

n = 3 (21%) 

Discussion 

There is a good variety of students, subjects and year levels assessed in this study. This shows 

the extent to which commerce students engage with the range of learning experiences in the 

bachelor of commerce program. To summarise, there are a number of specific challenges 

observed in this study (Table 8). 

Table 8 

Summary of bachelor of commerce students’ observed challenges 
Learning outcome Challenges 

Applying mathematical and statistical skills Problem definition; application of models; supporting 

decisions 

Demonstrating knowledge of theories or 

models 

Presentation of knowledge of theory and its facets 

Demonstrating knowledge of key concepts Applying formulae 

Analysing organisational problems and 

generating solutions 

Evaluating alternatives; supporting recommendations 

Describing alternative methods of analysis Describing methods; reasoning; providing complete 

information 

Analysing the research of others, integrating 

theory and case analysis 

Describing contrasting views; presenting comprehensive 

understanding of various research 

 

Teamwork, in particular, can be difficult to assess, let alone measure. However, Hershey and 

Wood (2011) suggest that it is possible and that team-based learning experiences can even be 

embedded in learning management systems. What the results tell us is that there are a number 

of higher-order thinking skills that students need to develop, and the university to foster, 

when participating in a commerce program. Skills such as problem identification, problem 

solving, critical thinking, evaluation, and making supported judgements still need 

improvement.  

Conclusion 

Many business-related programs include in them ‘promises’ that deliver the best possible 

learning experience to student. The undergraduate commerce program is no different. To 

examine if these programs do deliver, it is important to conduct ongoing reviews. One of the 



many ways to assess such programs is to look into the range of skills that are promoted, 

develop instruments to assess them and reflect on the results. This paper has done that. It 

examined some skills needed for a commerce graduate to develop such as applying 

mathematical tools, demonstrating knowledge of theories, demonstrating knowledge of key 

concepts, and analysing organisational problems and generating solutions. Although the 

results are promising for current students of this specific faculty, it also shows that there are 

specific skills deficits. From the analysis, one can learn that this research has not only shown 

that there are problems in broad skills areas in business but, more importantly, it showed 

where those problems specifically lie. By targeting specific skills areas, curriculum 

development can have a much more direct approach to examining a number of learning 

outcomes. The long road could be less winding and more forgiving for some students who 

would benefit from such reviews. For example, specific lecturers, subject coordinators and 

program managers can map their curriculum based on the kinds of skills emphasised in their 

subjects. They can then look at the teaching and learning activities, delivery methods and 

assessments where there could be possible gaps in developing the desired skills. At this level 

of detail, they can swiftly make changes to ensure that the subjects contribute to the overall 

achievement of program aims. 

Ongoing programmatic reviews can consider the unique context of the commerce program in 

each university. This article does not suggest that the challenges identified above would be 

similar across all commerce programs elsewhere. Faculties and schools should specifically 

look into the kinds of skills relevant to their students and the specific challenges that they 

have in meeting the expectations of the degree. The employers may also have different views 

about the skills deficits that commerce graduates have once they join the work environment. 

Thus, it is important to consider the context in which the commerce degree operates in. 

Further research can be done to investigate other skills. Commerce is a complex field 

encompassing a number of skills and capabilities that the world of 21st century work requires. 

It is important to investigate a number of the most critical skills business graduates need. The 

implications of this would resonate with higher education providers and employers, ensuring 

that graduates have developed the necessary skills and that there is a strong connection 

between what the academy does and what employers and graduates need. 
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