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Active Learning for Business Communication 
Competencies: Modifying Teaching Practices 
and Pedagogies in Higher Education

Terrill Reid McLain
Hankuk University of Foreign Studies, Yongin, Korea

Are business schools adequately preparing graduates to be 
ready for the interactions that they will face in the professional 
world? Some studies and research have found that they are not 
prepared for these interactions and that graduates lack these 
communication skills (Stevens, 2005). A recent study of the top 
business schools in Korea measured the existence of business 
communication programs in higher education. It concluded 
that more courses in business communication as a required 
element are needed (Chang, Park, & Cho, 2018). This study also 
discussed the need for curriculum development to focus on the 
consumer, i.e., the students and the industry at large (Chang et 
al., 2018, p. 38). 

For instructors who teach business classes in higher educa-
tion, this becomes a challenge if the state quo class style is based 
on the lecture and exam model of learning. However, there are 
other methods of instruction that can be easily used instead of 
or as a supplement to current course designs. These alternative 
methods have ample research to support the use in the class-
room. Using this research as evidence, it can serve as an advo-
cate for instructors to modify their pedagogies to include these 

engaging and alternative tasks and assignments in their classes. 
This pedagogical modification towards active learning may also 
benefit students by helping boost their communication compe-
tency assessments at the end of a semester. 

When active learning activities are used in combination with 
reflective learning, classes become even more useful for learn-
ers. These techniques for interaction and reflections, not only 
assist in aiding learners with higher scores but are a safe way 
to practice communicating professionally by using critical and 
reflective thinking while still in school and receiving feedback 
on it, i.e., before it can negatively affect a company’s bottom 
line. This paper will establish the need for a research and learn-
er-based approach to higher education course building, define 
reflective and active learning, and outline the technique called 
Jigsaw as one technique to illustrate ways to implement these 
alternative and research-based classroom approaches. 

Research Based Approach

Instructional designers Miriam Larson and Barbara Lockee be-
lieve that “lifelong learning is crucial to the survival of individuals 
and societies, and therefore there is an ongoing, critical need 
for effective learning experiences and environments” (Larson 
& Lockee, 2013, p. 2). While researchers are still looking at how 
humans learn, there are current studies that have strong evidence 
to effectively shape curriculum and make productive learning 
environments for students that may also help with improving 
learner outcomes. These alternative methods are being embraced 
and implemented by educators at many levels; however, many 
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classes in higher education still use the lecture and listen model 
for courses. 

There is some evidence that may indicate that the lec-
ture-based approach to learning may produce inferior assess-
ment results regarding communication skills (see Garner & 
Chan, 2019; Wijnia, Loyens, & Derous, 2011). There is a dis-
connect with these changes in higher education; between the 
research and what is—or can more effectively be—done in the 
classroom. Higher Education Quarterly talks about this discon-
nect and advocates for a research-based curricula (Elsen, Visser-
Wijnveen, van der Rijst, & van Driel, 2009). 

Using existing cognitive and learning research makes it eas-
ier to justify the change in class style, and for some, may help 
persuade colleagues to understand the need for the changes. In 
one example, a 2019 Study on the Flipped Classroom versus the 
traditional lecture-based class, found that the more active learn-
ing implementation of a flipped classroom was more effective at 
improved communication competency assessments at the end of 
the semester compared to a lecture of the same material (Garner 
& Chan, 2019). Using this research and others like it, instructors 
can confidently modify their classes to be active and help improve 
student motivation and assessment outcomes for the coursework. 

Student Centered Learning

Instructional designers advocate that when students are en-
gaged actively (rather than passively) with the course material 
that learning takes place (see Davidson-Shivers, Rasmussen, & 

Lowenthal, 2018). Students have an easier time remembering 
the material when they are engaged. Activities that include an 
interaction between students and others are engaging activities 
as the communication takes place naturally. As cited in a 2017 
study on problem-based learning versus lecture-based learning 
and the effect on student motivation, students who are motivat-
ed spend more time with the material than those who are not 
(Wijnia et al., 2011).

Communication is also a competency that can be practiced 
in simulations, games, presentations, discussions, and writing. 
To prepare to communicate at a professional level, students can 
be producing the language and self-evaluate their learning and 
interactions regularly—in class—to help them improve both 
ability and confidence for future scenarios. Making this shift to 
focus on learners, the instructor becomes a facilitator.

In some cases, the instructor becomes the lead-learner and 
the job of the instructor is transformed to help guide the learn-
ing and learn alongside students. As the students become the 
focus of the lesson objectives, they begin to actively participate 
in their learning and rather than passively receiving ideas. Cog-
nitive researchers have identified taxonomies that help shift the 
focus on learners by using verbs to identify class goals. One ex-
ample is Bloom’s Taxonomy and in its current iteration, Bloom’s 
Revised Taxonomy (Anderson, Krathwohl, & Bloom, 2001). 
These taxonomies are a hierarchical framework for classifying 
educational goals and can be seen in Figure 1.

Blooms Revised Taxonomy is focused on the verbs, and “these 
‘action words’ describe the cognitive processes by which think-

Produce new or original work
design, assemble, construct, conjecture, develop, formulate, author, investigate

Justify a stand or decision
appraise, argue, defend. judge, select, support, value, critique, weigh

Draw connections among ideas
di�erentiate, organize, relate, compare, contrast. distinguish, examine, 
experiment, question, test

Use information in new situations
execute, implement, solve, use, demonstrate, interpret, operate,
schedule, sketch

Explain ideas or concepts
classify, describe, discuss, explain, identify, locate, recognize,
report, select, translate

Recall facts and basic concepts
de�ne, duplicate, list, memorize, repeat, state

Create

Evaluate

Analyze

Apply

Understand

Remember

Figure 1. Bloom’s Taxonomy Graphic. Adapted from “Bloom’s Taxonomy” by Armstrong, 2018. CC BY.
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ers encounter and work with knowledge” (Armstrong, 2018). 
Using instructor-centered only approaches to class objectives 
makes it harder to reach the higher levels of the taxonomy since 
the learner is required to do the actions. Therefore, to complete 
the upper levels of the taxonomy and implement them in class 
for learners, the objectives need to include elements of reflective 
and active learning.

Reflective Learning

Reflective learning, and as an extension, critical thinking are the 
results of a cognitive process; this process can include a written 
or oral type of activity where learners can show their thinking. 
Research shows the importance of such events in business ed-
ucation (see Baker, 1996; Desai, Berger, & Higgs, 2016; Tugui, 
2013). Reflective learning gives a learner the chance to think, 
but also to take one step more and be able to express what they 
have learned and seek to apply the learning to future contexts. 
Courses can be designed to help students with complicated 
thinking about their work and help them with decisions with 
uncertain future situations (Boud & Falchikov, 2006). 

Reflective learning is also a cognitive practice for solo learn-
ers to rearrange the concepts that they have learned into words 
and share with others; this is communication in action. To 
measure these types of activities, it is essential to choose learn-
ing objectives that move the learner to reflect on their interac-
tions. To assist with this, instructors can use a rubric based on 
Queensland University of Technology’s (QUT) writing program 
and The Four R’s of Reflection (Ryan & Ryan, 2010). The Four R’s 
are defined as: reporting, tell what happened; relating, making 
connections to existing knowledge; reasoning, showing the un-
derstanding of what was learned; and reconstructing, discussing 
how the learning can be applied in the future. As reflective 
learning is key for individuals, it is necessary to place learners in 
situations where they can activate reflections.

Active Learning 

Active learning activities, when applied in the classroom, can 
lend themselves to communication competency practice and 
interactions by providing an engaging classroom and stronger 
learning. Some studies have shown that these interactions have 
helped learners understand the material better, even if the dis-
cussion and project interaction was uncomfortable for learners 
at first (Cavanagh, 2011). This same study showed that the stu-
dents felt more engaged and present in the lessons. As noted by 
Cavanagh, the “diversity of activities helped them stay focused 
because the activities ‘broke up the time’ and ‘kept me alert 

and thinking’ by ‘involving us’”(Cavanagh, 2011, p. 28). Active 
learning provides situations for learners to use their reflection 
and critical thinking skills, and the activities can be designed to 
access the higher levels on Bloom’s Taxonomy.

There are various kinds of Active Learning techniques that 
can be applied in the classroom so that students are engaged. 
Discussions, case studies, role-plays, simulations, problem and 
project-based learning, presentations, and service learning are 
all ways that instructors can modify the classroom to be more 
active and provide opportunities for learners to engage. A tech-
nique called Jigsaw is a subtype of these activities and can use 
a combination of the above. This technique has been used in 
various class subjects from the medical field to communication 
competencies. The finding from this research shows to some 
relative success and improved outcomes from using the Jigsaw 
Method (see Sagsoz, Karatas, Turel, Yildiz, & Kaya, 2017; Wil-
son, Pegram, Battise, & Robinson, 2017; Yoshida, 2018).

Jigsaw Activities

Jigsaw activities are a cooperative learning technique that 
has the students teaching the material to each other. This en-
gagement and student driven activity compels the students to 
explore and find the material with the added accountability of 
peer learning. The instructor becomes a facilitator guiding stu-
dent and only intervenes when there are problems to solve.

Here is a brief outline of how a Jigsaw works:

1.	 Students divide into learning groups. 
•	�To start, divide the class into smaller Home Groups. If 

the class is small, it can serve as the Home Group 
•	�Adjust the size of the Home Group to meet the needs of 

the class enrollment. The number in a team depends on 
how many topics/concepts are to be taught

2.	� Students then break out into different Subject Matter Ex-
pert groups
•	�The number of students sent from the Home Groups to 

be Subject Matter Experts also depends on the enrollment
		  – Large classes may choose to send students in pairs
		  – �Small classes may choose to send individual group 

members
3.	 Subject Matter Expert Groups 

•	�Research a topic together in their Subject Matter Expert 
Groups and become experts in the subject or competency 
being studied

4.	� The subject matter experts return to their Home Groups 
and “teach” their team about their subject 
•	�Part 1 [Presentation]: Subject Matter Expert presents 
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their material to their Home Groups
•	�Part 2 [Dialogue]: Home Groups then ask questions to 

the Subject Matter Expert and a discussion takes place to 
solidify the understanding of the topic

5.	 Finish the activity and allow for student reflection 

Jigsaws may be “rapid” which takes place only in class as a 
scavenger hunt with a time limit or may take place as home-
work over a longer period.

Conclusion

For higher education business schools and classes to adequately 
prepare students for the workplace with strong communication 
competencies and critical thinking; instructors should modify 
class objectives to include a student-centered approach based 
on solid research. These objectives should consist of activities 
that promote reflective learning. Techniques such as the Jigsaw 
Technique are one of many that can be used to engage learners 
in a class. The implementation of active learning in the class-
room may improve students’ satisfaction with the courses, and 
ultimately their assessment scores at the end of a semester. 
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