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Abstract This paper aims to examine the value of communication skills learn-
ing process through various assessments in Information Systems (IS) postgrad-
uate units in Australia and Portugal. Currently, communication skills are
indispensable to students in expanding their social networks and their knowl-
edge at university and in the future workplace, since businesses expect their
employees to have strong communication and presentation skills. This paper
provides empirical evidence based on the anonymous quantitative and qualita-
tive data collected during 2 years from 126 postgraduate students, which were
collected via formal and informal feedback. Various assessment methods were
used in Information Systems units to promote and develop the communication
skills; these assessments are: reflective journal, business plan and prototype,
discussion forum, presentation, and final examination. A Communication skills
model (CSM) was developed based on Action research principles to promote
the assessments which will assist IS students to enhance their communication
skills. The research outcomes indicated that integrating communication skills in
the assessments will allow students to promote their communication skills and
boost their self-esteem skills. Furthermore, this paper added a new theoretical
and practical contribution to higher-education teaching and learning literature,
especially the action research for teachers to promote and develop communica-
tion skills among students. Finally, integrating these skills in the units should
meet the objectives and aims of the units, Master’s degrees, universities, and
businesses’ needs, and satisfy our student’s needs.
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1 Introduction

In the twenty-first century, there have been various changes in the economic, social,
technological, marketing and management fundamentals in respect of the communi-
cation skills, which are required by workers to complete their job in a proficient way.
This shift allows businesses and companies nationally and internationally to explore
with enthusiasm the prerequisites for outstanding communication skills, i.e. writing,
reading, critical thinking and presentation, among information systems graduates.
This shift is required especially in the delivery, curriculum and pedagogy of higher
education. These skills should be integrated throughout the curriculum for both
undergraduates and postgraduates. Integrating and mixing these skills in the unit will
promote and enhance students’ personalities and increase their confidence in
approaching their studies and workplace in the future. Several studies (Yang et al.
2008; Worley 2008; Pavolvich et al. 2009; Li 2010; Kuzma 2011; Van Deursen et al.
2011) indicate that integrating these skills in various assessments (i.e. reflective
journal, business plan and prototype, discussion forum, presentation, and final ex-
amination) will make them more challenging, exciting, and interactive, and encour-
age students to complete them before or on time.

This study will present an Australian and Portuguese perspective in developing
assessments that based on CSM model principles to promote and develop the
essential communication skills, especially among IS Students in a higher-education
sector. This study aims to examine students’ reactions to the assessments which were
adopted in these units to enable them to acquire and assimilate these skills, through
informal and formal feedback from the following units: Information Systems (IS6)
(face-to-face mode), Applied Project (AP) (distance learning on-line mode) and
Models and Technologies for e-Business (MTeB) (face-to-face mode) in Australia
and Portugal.

The outcomes from this study will endorse universities’ graduate attributes,
business needs and assist the students to acquire the communication skills, which
are necessary in the rest of their studies and for their future workplace and will add a
valuable significance from theoretical and practical contribution to higher-education
teaching and learning literature, especially the action research for teachers. This study
is organized as follows: action research, Assessments and Communication skills,
research methods and questions, participants, results, discussion and theoretical and
practical significance, and conclusion.

2 Action research

Action research becomes very popular in the teaching and learning sector to generate
a solution to practical problems and allow the researchers to engage in the research
and subsequent to develop and implement activities in their units. Mertler (2006, p.2)
posits that action research is defined as any
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Systematic inquiry conducted by teachers, administrators, counsellors, or others
with a vested interest in the teaching and learning process or environment for
gathering information about how their particular schools, operate, how they
teach, and how their students learn.

To carry out this process especially in the teaching and learning sector, a strategy
should integrate participation, collaboration and experience among teachers/researchers
and students. By the same token, Reason & Bradbury (2001, p.1) posits that action
research is a

Participatory, democratic process concerned with developing practical knowing
in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes.

Action research aims to connect theory to practice and to apply several approaches
and assessments to improve the educational practice and students’ professional skills.
Mills (2000) perceive that teachers/researchers who involve in action research and
taking their students’ perspective in their teaching will have the opportunity to
develop and enhance students’ knowledge and their communication skills as well.
Furthermore, using students’ informal and formal will assist teachers/researchers to
improve the assessments and ensure students’ skills and knowledge, especially the
communication skills, which are required, not only in the university but the work-
force level as well will improve.

In this study, the researchers adapted the principles of research actions’ models
(Elliot 1991; Avison et al. 1999; Mills 2007; Sagor 2011; McNiff and Whitehead
2005; McGrath and O’Toole 2012) in line to develop the Communication skills
model (CSM) to promote and improve IS students communication skills in
Australia and Portugal (see Fig. 1).

The communication skills model (CSM) is divided into five stages, and each stage
is containing information for the subsequent stage. Firstly, the researchers identify
university graduate attributes, business’s needs as well the Master’s degrees (includ-
ing the units). Secondly, based on these findings the researchers ascertain which
communication skills should be promoted among the students, and subsequently, the
assessments are developed. Thirdly, the researchers assess students’ communication
skills via the assessments. Lastly, the researchers provide feedback to confirm if
communication skills are promoted. The CSM is an on-going process until students
communication skills are promoted and improved among the Information Systems
Students in Australia and Portugal.

Fig. 1 Communication skills model (CSM) for IS6, AP and MeTB postgraduate units in Australia and
Portugal prepared by the researchers
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3 Assessments and communication skills

Currently, communication skills are essential in the study and in the workplace, as via
these skills students can develop their personality, self-esteem, self-confidence and
self-possession (Tanian and Ryan 1998; Drury and Taylor 1999; Pavolvich et al.
2009). Postgraduate information systems students will have the ability to think
critically since assessments (i.e. reflective journal, business plan and prototype,
discussion forum, presentation, and final examination), will equip students with the
necessary skills to analyse and solve problems that will be encountered in real life
(Woei and White 2010). According to the literature review (Albitz 2007; Biesta and
Stams 2001; Halpern 1998; Hattangdi and Ghosh 2008; Tucker et al. 1998; Wolcott et
al. 2002) there is a call from businesses to academics to integrate communication
skills in their units as these skills are becoming important and essential not only in the
education sector but also in business.

For this study, the researchers developed specific assessments (i.e. reflective
journal, business plan and prototype, discussion forum, presentation, and final ex-
amination), targeting communication skills in IS6, AP and MTeB units. Each re-
searcher developed a set of assessments for her/his unit to match the objectives and
aims of the units, Master’s degrees and universities. The main objective of these
assessments is to prepare the students for real life and business and to allow them to
join the Information Systems profession easily in the future.

Figure 2 illustrated the assessments in IS6, AP and MeTB postgraduate units in
Australia and Portugal; as well, the communications skills will be obtained after
completing the assessments. Under this section, the researchers will identify the
assessments in each unit and provide a breakdown of the marks allocated to each
of these assessments as shown in Table 1.

4 IS6 assessments

IS6 is considered an essential unit for the Master’s degree students at the Australian
University in Australia, especially for understanding the relationship between com-
puters and users, usability and Human Computer Interaction, and enhancing the
functionality and performance of interfaces and websites. The students’ informal
and formal feedback, noted that the IS6 unit is challenging, fun and informative, as
the majority of the students were very positive about the structure and teaching style.
IS6 materials and assessments are in the English language. Under IS6 unit, the
researcher assigned three assessments comprising reflective journals, mini-tests and
discussion board; these assignments are mainly individual, although in the reflective
journals assessment some of the work can be achieved as a group to develop
teamwork skills. The assessments for the IS6 unit were designed with university
graduate attributes in mind (Curtin University 2010, n.d.). The IS6 assessments are
targeting the following communication skills: Research, writing, technology, infor-
mation, critical thinking, reading, debate and written presentation and oral skills (see
Fig. 2).

The first mini-test was composed of questions that will enhance the middle-and
high-level thinking of students, as 15 multiple-choice short-answer questions based
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on the lecturers’ notes were mainly aimed at students’ middle-level thinking. The
case study was mainly aimed at the students’ high-level thinking, as they were
required to identify the website’s problems and adjust it according to the principles
and guidelines of HCI. The second mini-test was an open book exam moving away
from memorization into the application; this too targeted students’ high-level think-
ing. The second mini-test was composed of four questions based on students’
understanding of the articles at hand, in which they presented their perspective as a
report. This assessment is targeting the following communication skills: research,
writing, technology, information, critical thinking and reading skills.

The second assessment was the reflective journal assessment, which was designed
to provide students with experience in critically, creatively and reflectively reviewing
and recording the main key points from and their thoughts about material from
textbooks, journal articles, and the Internet. Furthermore, to promote teamwork skills
among students, some journals were completed as a group project, and later each
group member will present his/her part to their colleagues as an oral presentation.
This assessment is targeting the following communication skills: research, writing,
technology, information, critical thinking, reading, debate and written presentation
and oral skills.

The third assessment was the contribution to group discussions—blackboard.
Students were expected to contribute actively to the group discussion under the
blackboard. Contributions were based on their understanding of the material provided
and they sought. The mark allocated not only took into account the quantity of
contributions but also more importantly considered the quality of the contributions
by each of those students. This assessment is targeting: research, writing, technology,

Fig. 2 Assessments in the IS6, AP and MeTB postgraduate units in Australia and Portugal prepared by the
researchers
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information, critical thinking, reading and debate. Furthermore, a group discussion
was used to promote students teamwork, as some activities was completed via this
tool.

5 AP assessments

AP is considered a key unit for the Master’s degree students from the Universidade
Aberta (Portuguese Open University). AP is mainly focused on learning concepts and
related tools in ERP, CRM, Portal, and Balanced Scorecards, developing e-commerce
websites, and producing a business plan for an e-commerce initiative. This unit is
similar to a capstone unit as it wraps up several technologies learnt previously in the
master degree but more focused in this unit. The prototype is a key aspect of
practising the technologies and in some cases also serves as a starting point for the
students’ dissertations. It is on-line nature makes this unit very demanding for
students, who need to fulfil a set of activities and goals to complete it with success.
For the same reasons, students appreciate the unit very much, reporting it as being
very practical and helping them in their future lives. Under AP unit, the researcher
assigned a mix of individual activities (studying the materials, preparing a business
plan and prototype, discussion of the reports and discussion in an online forum) with
group activities (production and discussion of a report). The AP assessments are
targeting the following communication skills: Research, writing, technology, infor-
mation, critical thinking, reading, debate and written presentation and oral skills (see
Fig. 2).

The first assessment, individual activity assessment which rated their participation
in a forum based on a specific task. This task involved study materials, journal papers
and other materials that must be studied by students first, after which each of them
was required to participate in a forum via Moodle. The lecturer was the facilitator,
guiding the discussions and the student participation. Individual participation was
rated according to the quality and relevance of the posting. Interaction and response
to other students was also considered and rated. This assessment targeted students’
following communication skills: research, writing, information, critical thinking,
debate and reading skills.

The second assessment was the group activities. This assessment was the most
attractive activity to the students, since the lecturer sets up five activities, and for each
activity, students were provided with materials relating to the contents of the specific
activity. Then the lecturer assigned a task (e.g. Analysis of a specific piece of
software) and students prepared a report as a group and presented (and defended it)
on-line via the Moodle Forum. In short, each activity consisted of: (1) reading the
texts and studying the materials; preparing the analysis of the software and writing a
report as a team; and (3) on-line presentation and defence of the report. The unit each
activity was worth 10 %—there were five group activities plus one individual activity
(participation in the forum—worth 60 %). This assessment is targeting the following
communication skills: research, writing, technology, information, critical thinking,
reading, debate and written presentation skills.

Finally, an individual work task was assigned to each student worth 40 % of the
total grade. This assessment is targeting the following communication skills:
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research, writing, technology, information, critical thinking, reading, and written
presentation skills.

6 MTEB assessments

MTeB is a unique unit in ISEG—Technical University of Lisbon, as it is considered a
part of two Master’s degrees and is mainly focused on e-Business. MTeB is also
focused on learning concepts and related tools in ERP, CRM, Portal, and Balanced
Scorecards (similar to AP), analysing real case studies that give students the oppor-
tunity to learn the skills which are required for the workplace, and preparing them for
real life in the future. Student comments were very positive and enthusiastic, and it
was concluded that this unit is becoming more appealing and attractive to students
who wish to complete their dissertations on the same unit themes in the future. This is
valid for the two different Master’s degrees where the unit is taught. MTeB and AP
are run in the Portuguese language. Under MTeB unit, the researcher assigned a mix
of individual activities (report writing and final examination) with group activities
(case study analysis and presentation). The MTeB assessments are targeting the
following skills: Research, writing, technology, information, critical thinking, read-
ing, debate and written presentation and oral skills.

The first assessment is case study (two in 2010, and one in 2009). This assessment
consisted of reading a case study and later working as a team to prepare an analysis
and presentation of the case study in the class. Several guidelines were given to the
students on how to analyse a case study, and how to report and discuss it. This
assessment targeted students’ following communication skills: research, writing,
information, critical thinking, debate and reading skills. This assessment is targeting
the following communication skills: writing, information, critical thinking, reading,
debate and written presentation and oral skills.

The second assessment is a report. This assessment was an individual assessment
and consisted of being assigned a topic in e-Business in order to develop a literature
review about it, and produce a study with a research method in relation to the topic.
Via this method, several papers were produced on specific topics. Finally, the students
had to present their reports to the class on the last day of the semester. This
assessment targeted students’ following communication skills: research, writing,
information, critical thinking, debate and written presentation and oral skills.

A final exam was also given to the students to assess their understanding of the
unit contents. This final assessment targeted students’ following communication
skills: reading, writing, information, and critical thinking.

7 Communication skills

Communication skills are essential and important for IS students, since these students
are focusing on the computer to develop programs and design and configure devices,
plan, and develop methodologies and systems; therefore, to shift students’ mind-sets,
the researchers designed specific assessments (i.e.: reflective journal, business plan
and prototype, discussion forum, presentation, and final examination) to present
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students with the experience of critically, creatively and reflectively reviewing and
discussing the most important aspects and concepts with their colleagues. Presenting
this type of assessments to IS postgraduate students will entail two benefits: first, the
students will need to analyse and synthesize the diverse types of academic publications
for the assessments; second, these assessments will raise communication skills in
research, writing, technology, information, thinking, reading, debate and written/oral
presentation (see Fig. 2). Consequently, these units ultimately will change the informa-
tion systems students’mind-sets and prepare them to have the necessary knowledge and
skills which are required by the workplace in the future.

In this respect, numerous studies (Wingate 2010; Hubner et al. 2010; Li 2010;
Wallace et al. 2004; Worley 2008) have indicated that writing and reading skills are
significant in the business sector, as students should have all the basic knowledge
behind writing, reading, reflecting, and very high-level thinking, and this can be
achieved by practice and interaction during class time or through the discussion board
and forums via the blackboard and Moodle FLECS facility (Tucker et al. 1998).
These skills—research, writing, technology, information, critical thinking, reading,
debate and presentation—can be developed by using assessments such as reflective
journals and report writing. These assessments required students first to locate the
articles, which were required to complete the assessments, and later upload the article
details to the Endnote software for citations and bibliography.

Using this routine (daily/weekly) will encourage students to promote their searching,
researching and technology skills, including the use of the Endnote software to organize
their reference list (Wallace et al. 2004). To emphasize the importance of these skills, the
researchers arranged with the university librarian to present a session on how to locate
these articles, how to use the Endnote software and how to present and prepare a business
report; the majority of the students confirmed that this exercise was outstanding and
helpful, as this information was useful both for these units and for others. Later, after
promoting the skills mentioned above, the researchers sought to promote the critical
thinking skills. According to Woei and White (2010, p.4277),

The ability to think critically is viewed as an important aspect of learning
because it equips students with the ability to analyze and solve problems which
they might meet in real life.

This skill can be promoted by asking students to read several academic journals,
papers and articles and using a specific template to teach students how to criticize
these journals and add their perspective.

The communication skills centre at the Australian University developed the
analysis and evaluation of a reflective journal template and it contains the following
questions. (1) Reading (full citation required, including author, title, date, publication
details, and page numbers). What is the subject/theme of this article, (3)
Argument/Findings (What is the author’s argument?), (4) Evidence (How do this
author’s views compare with what others have said on the same or a similar topic?),
(5) Observations (What are your own thoughts on the subject?), and (6) Conclusion.

This exercise confirmed that the majority of communication skills were acquired
via using reflective journals and assessment reports, and these skills can be achieved
by weekly practical exercises. To confirm whether the students were developing these
skills, the researchers provided weekly formative feedback, during class time, via the
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discussion board FLECS facility, or via email, to tackle any problems immediately in
order to improve the second submission. The majority of the students stated that
completing this assessment promoted and developed their reading, writing, and
critical thinking skills, which are important in their current studies at the university
and in the workplace in the future.

Furthermore, teaching communication skills is unlimited to the above. The
most vital skill is that of oral presentation, which is considered an important
skill, as students will present their ideas, thoughts and perspective on the topic,
and later a debate will be raised between students and lecturers to clarify some
issues behind it. This exercise will increase their confidence and develop their
self-esteem (Li 2010; Kuzma 2011). Teaching does not only take place face to
face; on the contrary, technology is playing a major role in teaching, including
higher education. Various studies (Hubbs and Brand 2010; Hubner et al. 2010;
Chi et al. 2011; Scott 2011) indicate that integrating technology in teaching will
make the classes more attractive and appealing to students, as this blending
teaching method will allow students to learn from each other and share their
knowledge and experience via various tools: e.g. a discussion board under the
blackboard.

Finally, preparing these assessments was challenging for the researchers, as each
assessment targeted specific skills in the units; also, the researchers developed and
designed these assessments to match unit, degree, university and business needs, and
of course to satisfy our students’ desires. Therefore, the researchers developed these
assessments on the basis of the literature review and student feedback to: 1) expand
their students’ knowledge and skills, and 2) increase the students’ motivation,
inspiration and enthusiasm toward the units.

8 Methodology and research question

For this study, the researchers used qualitative and quantitative approaches, to
examine whether the assessments in IS6, AP and MTeB will promote students’
communication skills; this is the study’s research question. It is necessary to combine
these approaches for this study to capture the immense range of perspectives and
information from the students regarding the promotion of communication skills
(Creswell 2003; Gilbert 2006; Hesse-Biber 2010). Several studies indicated that using
both approaches will reduce the gaps in the findings, make the outcomes more
interesting, and, most importantly, reduce the errors in the findings (Gilbert 2006;
Harrison and Reilly 2011; Maudsley 2011). For this study a qualitative approach is
essential as this approach enables researchers to recognize students’ attitudes, behav-
iours, motivations, and concerns regarding the unit, teaching, assessments, workload
and any improvements should be carried out by the researchers for the future
(Creswell 2003; Karkukly 2011; Teddlie and Tashakkori 2009). A quantitative
approach is also crucial, as researchers collected some statistical data via students
feedback the formal and informal methods to examine the unit, teaching, assessments
and workload (Karkukly 2011; Sullivan 2011; Westerman 2011; Westerman and
Yanchar 2011). For this study, the data will be presented in the quantitative and
qualitative approaches.
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For the IS6 unit, students’ feedback was collected over two periods in the semester.
In the first, informal feedback was collected while students were still undertaking the
unit. This feedback is a teaching and learning initiative in which during the semester
students are asked to provide anonymous feedback on the unit. Students are usually
given the chance to provide comments on what they want the lecturer to continue, to
stop and to start doing, thus providing an opportunity for both students and lecturers
to benefit from the course, by enhancing the methods of teaching and learning. In the
second period, feedback was collected at the end of the semester through the
University’s formal feedback system ‘eVALUate’.

For the AP and MTeB units, students were asked to provide anonymous feedback
at the end of the semester in relation to the unit, the teaching and the materials used.
Online forums were used for the AP unit, while paper forms were used for the MTeB
unit. Both instruments used a Likert scale ranging from one to five.

In this study, the researchers will examine and investigate if the assessments in
IS6, AP and MTeB will promote and enhance students’ communication skills in their
university studies and in the lifelong learning process. As was indicated previously,
researchers are using the formal and informal feedback on the unit and the teaching to
conduct this study.

9 Participants

For this study, the participants are 126 from IS6, AP, and MTeB units from Australia
and Portugal, which focus mainly on design from the information systems perspec-
tive. Table 2 provides a breakdown of the participants in each unit.

The IS6 participants are a mixture of students from the Master of
Information Systems and the Master of Commerce (Information Systems)
courses; for the former it is considered a core unit, while for the latter it is
optional. The students are from different nationalities (i.e. Australia, Asia,
Mauritius, India, Middle East, Africa, Iran, USA, and Fiji) with various work
experience. Work experience plays a major role in the class, as students with
solid experience share their knowledge and real-life experience. This type of
interaction encourages more collaboration and cooperation between students and
makes the class more enjoyable.

The AP participants are 100 % Portuguese in 2009, although there were some
students from Africa in 2010. Most of them have a lot of work experience, which is
excellent in terms of the practical contributions and real applied knowledge that they
bring from their lives to their on-line participation and interaction.

The majority of the students in MTeB unit are Portuguese. The students from the
Master of Corporate Sciences had little work experience, whilst the students from the
Master of Management of Information Systems were highly experienced profes-
sionals with much work experience. From the researcher’s perspective, it was inter-
esting to note that students with less experience were full-time students while students
with excellent working experience were part-time students.

The diversity of IS6, AP and MTeB participants presents a huge challenge to the
researchers, especially in designing the assessments, as students’ qualifications,
nationality and work experience should be considered in order to make the
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assessments more challenging and exciting. Furthermore, the assessments should be
designed and structured well to encourage students to develop the necessary com-
munication skills that are required in the lifelong learning process.

10 Results - students reflections and feedback

This study aims to examine students’ reactions toward the assessments of IS6, AP and
MTeB units, and is designed to investigate and assess whether completing these
assessments (i.e.: reflective journal, business plan and prototype, discussion forum,
presentation, and final examination) enables students to enhance their communication
skills or gain new ones.

The IS6 unit has various assessments that assist students to develop some or
maybe all of the communication skills. For example, the reflective journal assessment
is considered a way to assist students to learn how to write in a professional way
similar to that of articles in academic journals. Several authors posited (Clarke 2003;
Hubbs and Brand 2010; Hubner et al. 2010) that the reflective journal assessment is
an excellent and important tool in higher education sector, as through it students will
develop and enhance their communication skills. The reflective journal idea was
developed by Dewey (1933), who confirmed that this tool will assist students not
only to develop their communication skills but also in problem solving, critical
thinking, writing and reading.

At the beginning of the semester, the IS6 lecturer shared a template for analysing
and evaluating a journal article, which was designed by the Communication skills
centre at the university. At the beginning, it was a challenging exercise for students to
summarize two articles according to the template and to write only 1,000 words. The
lecturer’s formative feedback plays a crucial role in this situation, as students learn
from their mistakes, and regular feedback prevents students from repeating the same
mistakes and improves their learning behaviour and thinking, especially with regard
to writing, research and using the Endnote software. Students confirmed that forma-
tive feedback is essential to improving their learning; students’ state,

Our lecturer is giving individual treatment to her students and pointing out their
strengths and weakness; I think the only way to improve our work is by
pointing out their weakness so that they will try to avoid repeating the same
mistakes.

The feedback for this unit is running every week which is useful for improving
the user satisfaction.

By the same token, the literature review (Peat and Franklin 2002; Winstone and
Millward 2012) indicates that formative feedback provides guidance for students to
enhance their performance and increase their motivation towards the learning
process.

Students developed two essential skills for writing reflective journals. The first
related to the university professional skills, in respect to communication, information
literacy, information technology literacy, and, most importantly, critical thinking and
using the Endnote software to organize their references. The second was the ability to
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evaluate how a reflective journal could be beneficial especially in reviewing and
recording the main key points of and students’ responses to journal articles, textbooks
and online resources. In support of the value of this exercise, students made the
following statements in relation to the IS6 unit, in formal and informal feedback:

The journals helped me in enhancing my skills related to analysing and
evaluating; I improved my reading and writing skills a lot and learned how to
write articles professionally. The journals were a good incentive to read,
because, ultimately, it is the reading and critical thinking involved in the
journals that I found to be the most effective learning tool. Finally, the journals
we wrote weekly have helped me to understand the contexts of the unit better.

Reading articles, writing journals and group works help me to improve my
language skills. Thank you.

New area of study Assessments help to improve the assignment writing skills
and achieve the learning outcomes.

Different activities and non-boring stuff are being offered which is improving
motivation.

Based on students’ feedback, it was noted that this tool becomes essential in the
IS6 unit; in 2009 and 2010, students appreciated this tool, as it assists them in
developing and enhancing their communication skills not only for study but also
for their future life.

The discussion board assessment was challenging to students, since the aim behind
it is to share the latest knowledge with their colleagues and the lecturer. All students
participated in this exercise, but sometimes their discussion was not well presented or
well organized. Twice a week the lecturer provides feedback for each posted thread
on the discussion board aligned to encourage her students to post more threads
regarding the innovative information concerning the unit. Majority of the students
indicated that this tool allow them to improve their research, writing, as well the
debate skills, which are required for their studies as well workplace in future.

Discussion board was helpful for learning process and also provide really good
information.

The best technique to encourage students to learn more, because different ideas
are shared.

It is free to express opinions, critical and interactive with the colleagues.

However, further changes to this assessment will be introduced in 2013 to improve
the interaction and collaboration, by developing more debates on the blackboard and
assigning a role in the discussion, especially the debate section, to each member in the
class, especially the shy students.

The mini-tests were challenging to the students since as the first mini-test was aim
to enhance middle and high level thinking of students. Majority of the student found
this test practical and applied to real world especially the case study as they were
required to identify the website’s problems and adjust it according to the principles
and guidelines of HCI. However, the mini-test two was more challenging to students
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since it aims to target students’ high-level thinking. Completing the mini-tests by
students was outstanding, as students indicated that this type of assessment was new
to them since it challenge them to prompte several skills from reading, writing,
critical thinking, and research. Finally, IS6 students confirmed that mini-tests were
challenging and stimulating since several communication skills were promoted and
improved by completing these assessments i.e. research, writing, technology, infor-
mation, critical thinking and reading skills

An innovative way to test our knowledge (instead of memory) and skills behind
the unit objectives, and using the new technology (i.e. using the computer to
complete our test instead the traditional way).

Completing these [mini] tests improved my communication skills in general.

The AP unit had various assessments that assisted students develop some or maybe
all of the communication skills. The individual activity involved the study of mate-
rials, journal papers and other elements. These developed their reading, critical
thinking and information skills. The discussions and the student participation in the
forum fostered students’ debating skills.

Regarding the group activities, the materials made available on the Moodle forum
by the lecturer to be read and analysed by students to develop their reading, critical
thinking and information skills. Tasks assigned by the lecturer to specific groups
involved the development of technological, debating and thinking skills. The prepa-
ration of a report as a group and its on-line presentation in a forum involved the
enhancement of writing, critical thinking and debating skills. The final individual
work assigned to each student, to develop a prototype of an e-Commerce initiative
and a business plan for it, involved the development of skills in research, reading,
technology, information, critical thinking and written presentation. In order to pro-
duce the prototype students were required to use several skills as mentioned before.
This individual final work was a major challenge for student participation and
initiative. Students provided important feedback towards the unit and assessments:

The unit made me communicates with my colleagues and I had to learn how to
write and debate in an on-line environment.

The final work requesting a business plan and a e-business initiative planning
made me research actively, both for information on novel technologies, and also
how to elaborate business plans and develop web sites.

The myriad of materials provided requested me to be selective and able to
assess what was important for each assignment and also for the whole unit.

MTeB also addressed several communication skills, as discussed below. The group
activities consisting of reading a case study, which involved reading and information
skills; preparing an analysis as a team, which fostered the reading, debating and
critical thinking skills; and presenting the case study in class, which promoted the oral
skills. Overall, despite the changes in the assessment structure (i.e. changing from two
case studies to one case study), the scores were outstanding. It must be stated that the
teacher has been quite demanding with both groups of students. Students were
pleased with the case study approach:
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Case studies are mostly interesting and I like this methodology a lot since it
increases my thinking and I can discuss with colleagues the best approaches and
a consensus must be achieved.

As for the report, students were required to select a topic and then develop a report
based on the literature review; this exercise targeted reading and information skills.
The exercise outcome was a report using research techniques, and developed reading,
research, critical thinking and written/oral presentation skills. The final exam was the
last component of student assessments. This assessment promoted individual skills in
critical thinking, reading, writing presentation, technology and information. Students
provided the following feedback:

The individual report was a lonely exercise but I could master myself in relation
to a novel topic: I had to research about it, and select the parts that were more
relevant to what was being requested. It was sometimes difficult but the teacher
helped and was always available when I contacted him. It was a bit difficult but
I was pleased with final result.

Finally, integrating these assessments in IS6, AP and MTeB was an extraordinary
and challenging exercise for both the researchers and the students. The researchers
provided the necessary guidelines and instructions to assist their students to complete
these assessments on the basis of the unit objectives, and provided the appropriate
feedback to their students to know whether they were on the right track. On the other
hand, students were keen to complete these assessments, in order to learn and obtain
the necessary skills that are required for their university studies and the lifelong
learning process.

11 Discussion—theoretical and practical significance

Various assessments were used in the IS6, AP and MTeB units to improve commu-
nication skills and to increase self-confidence and self-esteem among postgraduate
information systems students, since these skills are required not only at university but
also in business.

Several studies (Diggins 2004; Lanning et al. 2011; Kuzma 2011; Moody 2002;
Pavolvich et al. 2009) indicate that assessments play a major role in promoting
communication skills among postgraduate information systems students; therefore,
the lecturers should provide clear objectives and aims, presentation standards, guide-
lines for writing, marking guide, guidance on referencing style, and information about
plagiarism, in relation to the assessments. Thanks to the clear instructions and
guidelines, students managed to complete the assessments on time, and, most impor-
tantly, their communication skills were promoted and improved, since each assess-
ment targeted specific communication skills that are required for the information
systems students.

Furthermore, the class activities were designed to encourage and endorse commu-
nication skills among the postgraduate students, as this type of exercise will encour-
age more interaction and communication between students, and student-to-student
feedback may also help students talk to one another about their adequacies and
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inadequacies in these units (Lanning et al. 2011, p.146). Furthermore, to keep this
exercise running smoothly, the lecturers should provide frequent feedback to her/his
students, as this feedback will encourage and increase students’ motivation to con-
tinue working with these exercises to obtain information on innovations and to
expand their communication skills.

Students were generous enough to share with us the following comments regard-
ing the IS6 unit:

It helps students to do more research; criticize; and discuss with other students
in the class. Furthermore, a good mix of practice and theory motivates students
to go to class each week; there is a good use of group and team dynamics skills;
the feedback from this unit is running every week, which is useful for improv-
ing user satisfaction; the journals are very dynamic as they force us to be
resourceful, using textbooks, websites, and articles’. The lecturer gives feed-
back to improve the writing, reading and referencing skills; I have learnt to
write reflective reviews of the articles I read and therefore increased my
learning.

Our lecturer provided the class with a variety of activities such as designing an
interface, reading articles, writing a journal;… All these activities improved our
skills such as reading, writing in a professional manner, design, etc…

The adeptness of the lecturer’s approach to blending teaching and the students’
experience of their learning in these units were demonstrated by consistently high
scores in her feedback. Students have predominantly rated her as ‘more than accept-
able’ or ‘outstanding’ in their responses and this has encouraged her to provide the
cutting-edge information and develop challenging and exciting exercises to increase
and improve their communication skills.

The outstanding students feedback indicate their satisfaction with the teachers and
with the clarity of the teaching, availability to communicate with students, capacity to
stimulate interest, level of organization of the teaching, and feedback provided, and
overall appreciation of the teachers.

This study developed new theoretical and practical contribution in promoting
communication skills among information systems students as various assess-
ments were integrated in the three postgraduate units. This study examined how
three postgraduate units from Portugal and Australia managed to enrich and
expand the students’ communication skills via assessments, activities, debates,
online discussion, report-writing and reflective journals, and to develop their
deep and critical thinking, and this was achieved by implementing the action
research in this study.

It was a challenging exercise not only for the students but also for the lecturers,
who were required to ensure that these assessments and activities were able to
improve the students’ skills, achieve the objectives and aims of the unit, Master’s
degrees, universities, and meet the needs of businesses. The study aims was con-
firmed by students’ feedback formal and informal that completing these units allowed
them to heighten their communication skills, as the majority of students indicated that
these assessments and activities were very challenging, exciting as well as new skills
were obtained, and their knowledge and experience were enriched.
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The lecturers’ regular feedback and discussion sections confirmed that this study
managed to promote the students’ communication skills and to develop new ways of
learning that fostered individual learning experience. Furthermore, the lecturer’s
feedback encourages students to identify their weaknesses in the learning process,
and this feedback is essential for enabling students to improve their submissions in
the future. Furthermore, the researchers’ final feedback informs students about their
level of performance on reaching an end point, such as the end of a topic, or specific
assessment task, or at the conclusion of the unit.

Integrating communication skills in the information systems assessments has a
positive influence on the students; they expressed their satisfaction by stating:
‘Reading articles, writing journals and group work help me to improve my language
skills. The presentation is a good way to improve speaking ability, especially speak-
ing in front of the public; analysing a case study improved my critical thinking skills;
the on-line unit is very well planned and provides excellent feedback which helps us
to improve our knowledge and skills. Furthermore, students confirm that

Our lecturers were very keen to present the latest learning methods and tech-
niques to their students’; the majority indicate that ‘their lecturers were very
helpful, very interactive, knowledgeable, goal-oriented, creative, committed,
unique, industrious and fun to work with.

This experience was extremely important and essential from the researchers’
perspective, as it equips the information systems students with the ability to research,
read, analyse, write, present, critical thinking, solve problems, and decision-making
technology, debate and written presentation/oral skills. Researchers have found that
teaching communication skills to the postgraduate information systems can be via
various methods i.e. teamwork, discussion board, presentation, debates, reflective
journals, and report writing. The researchers have observed that students require some
guidance and supervision to promote and achieve their communication skills. In
addition, to ensure the smooth and success of this experience, researchers recommend
other researchers to develop and design assessments to match the unit, degree,
university and business’ objectives and aims. Furthermore, these assessments should
be reviewed yearly in line to match the market needs, and make them challenging,

Fig. 3 Communication skills model_2 (CSM2) prepared by the researchers
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exciting and fun for the students. The most essential aspect of this experience is
researchers’ regular feedback to the students and their commitment to this experience.

The results from this study added a new theoretical and practical contribution to
higher-education teaching and learning literature, especially the action research for
teachers to promote and develop communication skills among information systems
units. By introducing the CSM model and assessments in this study researcher and
academics from Information Systems as well as other disciplines can adopt this
approach in their teaching or for further study in the future to promote student’s
communication skills, self-confidence, self-esteem, and expands their professional
networks. In conclusion, to promote student’s communication skills, continuous
formative feedback should be accessible between the stages in the CSM Model to
ensure if students acquire the necessary communication skills by completing the
assessments. This feedback will encourage and increase the students’ motivation to
continue working with these exercises in order to obtain information on innovations
and expand their communication skills.

Figure 3 illustrated the new addition to CSM2 model as formative feedback is
essential to promoting students’ communication skills to improve, accelerate and
enhance learning and to identify the problems within the assessments in the early
stages (Koh 2008; Wingate 2010).

12 Conclusion

This study presents how the teaching of Information Systems units at the postgrad-
uate level in Australia and Portugal develops students’ communication skills via the
assessments. The COM model assisted the researchers to promote the necessary
communication skills among IS students. Research results indicate that the integra-
tion of communication skills in assessments allows students to enhance these skills;
furthermore, different assessments can develop different skills, and several assess-
ments contribute to the enhancement and development of the same skills.

The outcomes from this study entrenched the study research question and the
literature review and confirm that the integration of these communication skills meets
the expectations of students, academics and businesses.

Completing these assessments in information systems units promote other skills in
relation to students’ self-confidence and self-esteem, and expand their professional
networks. Moreover, to keep this exercise running smoothly between the postgrad-
uate units, the lecturer should provide regular feedback to her/his students, since this
feedback will encourage and increase the students’ motivation to continue working
with these exercises in order to obtain information on innovations and expand their
communication skills. This type of feedback was added to CSM model to confirm if
students are in the correct track, allow students to learn from their mistakes, and
develop more confidence and motivation among students in line to learn some new
knowledge and skills behind completing these assessments.

The CSM model is a good candidate model to be implemented and tested with
other units and in other countries in order to promote students’ communication skills
using the various strategies. Further research will be carried out in the future to
develop a set of guidelines for the higher education sector to promote these
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communication skills, as they have become essential not only for study purposes but
also in the business sector. Finally, the researchers will continue to present regular
feedback to their students, but new approaches will be used, e.g. audio feedback
(MP4) instead of face-to-face feedback, and the new study outcomes will be pub-
lished next year.
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