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Abstract: The focus of this paper is a research project conducted in three higher education sites and 
at a variety of work sites to compare the writing produced in business writing programmes with the 
writing practised in workplaces. The aim of this study was to determine whether business communica- 
tion courses adequately prepare students for business communication in the world of work. Documents 
produced at both the higher education and workplace sites were studied, and surveys and interviews 
were done with students and their lecturers, and employees and employers. Data from the different 
contexts were then compared. The findings show patterns of alignment and non-alignment in the 
business writing practices of higher education and workplaces. Recommendations are made to better 
align classroom and work practices for the mutual benefit of student learning and workplaces. 

 
Introduction 

There are a range of higher education programmes that prepare students for participation in the world 
of work. This paper reports on a research project that studied and compared business writing in an 
academic setting (a business communication course that involved communication lecturers and their 
students) with business writing in actual workplaces (that involved employers and employees). The 
paper studies how communication lecturers prepared their students for writing in the world of work, 
and makes recommendations for the adaptation of current higher education business communication 
practices to facilitate the transition from the classroom to the world of work. 

 
Business communication: an overview 

There is a wealth of studies on business communication and business writing (Bazerman, 1980; 
Russell, 1997; Bazerman & Russell, 2003). The literature points out the obvious differences 
between, for example, business writing exercises done in higher education and the type of business 
writing done in workplaces (Paretti, 2006). Business writing in higher education is influenced by 
the requirements of educational policies, teaching methods, curriculum outcomes, and assessment 
criteria (Schneider & Andre, 2005). Graduate students tend to enter the workplace with the ability to 
produce the types of business communication required in an academic setting, but lack the rhetor- 
ical and discourse community knowledge needed to adapt these formats to the audiences of the 
workplace (Walters et al., 2007). 

Writing produced in the workplace is usually produced in a layered manner; the ‘lesser’ genres 
of e-mails and memoranda are drawn on in the production of the ‘major’ genres, such as reports 
(Winberg, 2007). In workplaces a range of earlier texts are drawn on in the production of a new 
text (Yates & Orlikowski, 2002). In the higher education contexts, students are generally required to 
produce a piece of business writing without base documents (such as memoranda in the production 
of a report) and would be expected to create them from scratch. 

In academic settings, business writing is often ‘pedagogized’ for learning purposes (Winberg et 
al., 2005: 1); exercises that may have originated in a workplace are adapted (simplified, standard- 
ised, de-contextualised) for educational purposes. Samples of standard, de-contextualised 
documents are often provided in a bound set of notes or in a textbook (Boud & Falchikov, 2006). 
Writing courses are often constructed as separate from the practices for which they are intended to 
prepare students (Spinuzzi & Zachry, 2000). 
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Upon graduation, students are required to transfer the de-contextualised writing practices 
learned in the classroom and recontextualise what they have learned in the workplace (Engel-Hills 
et al., 2005). In order to accomplish this, novice employees need to understand ‘how knowledge 
acquired in one situation applies or fails to apply at another situation’ (Singley & Anderson, 1989: 
42). 

Walters et al. (2007), drawing on Beaufort’s (1999) model, explore the transition from higher 
education to the workplace, showing that writers need to draw upon six knowledge domains when 
producing text. The six knowledge domains (see Figure 1) are: subject matter knowledge, genre 
knowledge, writing process knowledge, rhetorical knowledge, discourse community knowledge 
and metacognitive knowledge. Beaufort’s (1999) model of five knowledge domains was adapted to 
include a metacognitive knowledge domain within an authentic work context (Speck, 1990). Mastery 
of all of these areas is characteristic of successful writers (Pintrich, 2002); it is also possible to train 
writers so that planning, generation and reviewing can become commonplace in all writing activities 
(Kellogg, 2008). 

Beaufort’s (1999) adapted model explains that when novice employees write in a workplace they 
need to draw on the full range of knowledge-based practices; it also explains that novices who are 
unfamiliar with domains (e.g. discourse community knowledge – which in most workplaces would 
involve information and understanding about the company) are unlikely to be able to write success- 
fully. Once novice employees are able to put these knowledge-based practices into operation, they 
can draw on them to improve their writing practices and their writing improves within the relevant 
work context (Beaufort, 1999). 

 
Research Design 

The research on which this paper is based had the following objectives: to understand the business 
writing practices of first and second year business communication students in relation to the writing 
practices of office managers in the workplace; and to determine the nature of the gaps between 
higher education and the workplace with regard to business writing practices. 

A comparative study was conducted at three higher education sites and at six workplace sites. 
The data gathered at both higher education and workplace sites were then compared with a view 

 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Adaptation of Beaufort’s Model (Walters, Hunter & Giddens, 2007) 
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to understanding the relationships between what was taught in business writing in higher education 
and what was required in terms of business writing in the workplace, for the purpose of enhancing 
the alignment of higher education with workplace practices. Written documents in higher education 
and workplaces were studied. A survey was conducted with 371 first- and second-year students 
across three campuses and three academic staff members were interviewed. Interviews were 
conducted with senior personnel at companies and with novice employees. Most of the novice 
employees in this study were students who had completed the theoretical component of their 
business studies programmes and who were engaged in experiential training at various companies. 
The companies that participated in this research had employed the third year students for a six 
months experiential training component. These employers were required to complete ‘Personal 
Skills Assessment’ forms which included data on the business writing competencies of the students 
for the purpose of providing feedback on the performance of novice employees at the end of the 
period. Data were obtained from 68 employers of students who had completed their training period 
during 2007. 

 
Research Findings: Writing in higher education 

The types of business writing sub-genres that communication students were required to learn 
in the higher education context included: concise correspondence (e.g. memoranda, e-mails, 
facsimiles, telephone messages), business letters (including informal and formal invitations 
and letters of thanks), job-related correspondence (e.g. covering letters and CVs), meeting- 
related documents (e.g. notices, agendas, action agendas and minutes), reports, question- 
naires and interview schedules, and presentation documents (e.g. posters, speech outlines and 
programmes). 

Students were required to use computers to produce all the above documents, with the exception 
of class exercises and tests. The electronic communication genres which first- and second-year 
students were required to learn included the Microsoft suite (Microsoft Word, Office, PowerPoint, 
Excel and Desktop Publishing). Students were also required to use Outlook and the Internet to find 
information, and to learn the financial program Pastel. Many of the students at campus sites with 
large classes commented that they had not had sufficient practice with different types of business 
writing. 

While the higher education context is one of teaching and learning, the lecturers tried to prepare 
students for the workplace by creating a business-like ethos: adherence to punctuality, respon- 
sibility, meeting deadlines, checking the accuracy of written work and incorporating feedback. 
Lecturers kept in contact with workplaces and included up-to-date business writing practices in 
their programmes. In this regard, one of the academics interviewed claimed that she attended 
the institution’s ‘administration staff workshops to be informed of what’s current’. Staff members 
explained that it was not possible to cover every possible variety of business communication. It 
was also not possible to meet the specific requirements of all potential work environments. For 
example, students learned generic report writing skills and not how to write specific reports (e.g. 
in a legal firm). Lecturers made use of case-studies, the course textbooks and their own notes 
to ensure that class work and assignments were as aligned as far as possible with workplace 
practices. They tried to simulate workplace writing and practices in the academic setting, but 
often had to simplify and de-contextualise documents and practices for learning purposes. 

 
Research Findings: Writing in workplaces 

Successful graduates are employed in a wide variety of fields such as advertising, tourism, 
insurance as well as legal, medical and general business administration. The types of business 
writing that employees produced in the workplace included: bank reconciliations, brochures, 
CVs, databases, delivery notes, e-mails, facsimiles, invoices, letters, product manuals, marketing 
and advertising materials, memoranda, minutes, notes for training, policy documents, presen- 
tations, proposals, quotations, reports, specifications, spreadsheets, stores and customer lists, 
telephone messages, training needs assessment forms, travel documentation, user guides and 
website pages. The electronic communication genres utilised at the workplace sites included: 
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Microsoft software, in-house software, online databases, PowerPoint, SAP, in-house home 
shopping, MWEB, Internet/electronic banking, Outlook, intelligence database for the generation 
of documents, and Internet research. Employees were required to be competent in generating 
business writing mediated by information technologies: this was, as one employer put it 
‘absolutely necessary’ for their success in the workplace. All the novice employees were required 
to forward written documentation to clients on a daily basis. For example, one novice employee 
produced and sent ‘faxes daily’ while another regularly sent ‘information, brochures and accredi- 
tations to clients’. Most of the novice employees were required to take minutes of meetings, write 
reports and use specific company programs. A novice employee was required to ‘do sales reports 
on an in-house program’. 

The workplace is a busy context and the writers needed to be able to produce writing and not be 
distracted by the activity of the workplace. In the workplace context there were very specific writing 
requirements. For example, an employer reported that the work sent to clients ‘must be perfect’. 
The novice employees had to learn about the importance of timeliness and accuracy in all business 
correspondence. 

 
The audiences and purposes of writing in higher education and workplaces 

Business correspondence in the workplace has a distinctly different audience and purpose to that 
in the higher education context. The primary purpose for the production of business writing in the 
workplace is to communicate and share information with specific audiences (usually clients), to 
acquire and maintain contracts and to generate income for the organisation. In the workplace the 
writer is the authority who writes to convey new or unfamiliar information to an audience who does 
not know, but needs to know and requires the information. Writing is often used to convey informa- 
tion or to explain something which the client does not understand. 

Business communication courses aim to ensure that students become competent in producing 
the business writing genres that they will be required to produce in the workplace. In the higher 
education context, the audiences are  ‘simulated’, they are imagined  clients, but  the ‘real’ 
audiences of students’ writing are their lecturers and assessors. The purpose for students’ 
business writing in higher education is to practise and acquire the skills required for their entry to 
the workplace, that is, to meet the requirements of the academic programme, rather than to write 
in a workplace context. 

Lecturers set specific course requirements and assessment criteria, but students are able 
to pass a written assignment, project or test with 50%. Most students also had more than one 
opportunity to meet the writing outcomes, following the institutional guidelines on continuous 
assessment. This is considerably different from the requirements of the workplace, where novice 
employees are required to produce 100% accurate writing. The workplace demands responsible 
and effective writers who tailor their writing to meet the needs of a specific audience. As one 
employer explained: ‘all work …has to be “perfect” and “accurate” as errors can have serious and 
costly consequences’. While the attainment of a ‘perfect’ piece of work is certainly desirable in 
higher education, it is not mandatory, as a pass mark is equivalent to accomplishing only half of 
the intended outcomes. 

The provision of correct and accurate information to clients and colleagues is the main focus 
of workplace writing. Writing is checked and employees are required to evaluate their own work 
and subject it to the scrutiny of others. A novice employee explained: ‘I check and they check 
any document they request us to type on their behalf’. One of the employers said that he was 
‘strict about quality’, while another required ‘all staff to check and double check everything’. Novice 
employees confirmed that written work was ‘always checked’, that writing produced had to be 
‘perfect’ and minutes had to ‘be accurate’. Even an experienced employee indicated that he ‘always 
proofread [his work] and senior members of staff always check documents produced for them’. 

 
Effects of non-alignment 

The above discussion highlighted some of the areas of non-alignment in the business writing 
practices of higher education and the workplace. Business writing sub-genres that were not 
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included or different to those taught in the higher education environment included: hospital reports, 
in-house online-generated documentation, policy documents, proposals, user guides, product 
manuals, product specifications, and marketing and advertising materials. A number of documents 
were generated by software packages that are specific to the companies at which they are utilised. 

Non-alignment in the business writing practices of higher education and the workplace are seen 
in the different requirements of the higher education context and the workplace context. The higher 
education context requires that students produce writing to ‘perform knowledge’ (Paretti, 2006) and 
tailor their writing to meet the needs of the academics and assessors. Novice employees enter the 
workplace with knowledge they need to produce business writing in an academic setting, but lack 
the rhetorical and discourse community knowledge needed to adapt these formats to the audiences 
of the workplace (Paretti, 2006). 

Students struggled to shift from using writing to perform knowledge for an evaluator to using 
writing as a means to exchange information with a colleague or a client. For example, one employer 
reported that the novice employee ‘cannot do corporate letters to directors’; while an employer 
of three novice employees, identified the need for exposure to, and practice of, business writing 
as follows: ‘with regard to minutes … there are errors as a result of misinterpretation … they just 
need practice and exposure’. Novice employees found it difficult to take accurate instructions and 
messages, and to produce minutes of meetings, labels, Systems Application Programming (SAP) 
documentation and corporate letters to directors. However, regular practice and exposure to these 
genres in the workplace saw improvements in novice employees’ writing, such as the minutes of 
meetings which ‘had been a bit tough’, but ‘now were fine’. 

Some of the novice employees in this study had not adjusted to the transition from higher 
education to the workplace and did not know how to put their knowledge into practice. For example, 
some novice employees continued to experience difficulty with producing minutes of meetings, 
meeting due dates, and taking accurate instructions and messages. Novice employees met 
most of the electronic communication requirements of the workplace, but did not have advanced 
knowledge of Excel or basic computer skills, such as the setting up of a computer, although the 
higher education programmes emphasised proficiency in computer skills and the use of electronic 
communication. 

Lecturers evaluated students’ writing in terms of the knowledge which students should have 
regarding concepts, genre, subject matter and writing process in order to communicate information 
to multiple audiences. In workplaces, employees write in order to communicate specific informa- 
tion accurately and appropriately to specific audiences. This difference between higher education 
and the workplace may account for one of the key barriers to the transfer of communication skills 
from the academic environment to the workplace, as students struggle to shift from using writing to 
perform knowledge for an evaluator to using writing as a means to exchange important information 
with audiences. 

 
How could higher education respond to disjunctures in the workplace? 

The above discussion outlines certain areas of disjuncture between the writing practices in higher 
education and that of the workplace. The challenge for communication lecturers is how to bridge 
the divide between teaching for academic purposes, including academic assessment, and teaching 
to enable students to transfer knowledge to the workplace environment. It should be noted that in 
this particular diploma programme it is not always possible to prepare all students adequately for 
the workplace, given the varied areas of employment, the broad range of tasks and the different 
computer programs with which students have to engage. However, academics should be cognisant 
of how best to respond to the requirements of workplace business writing skills in order to work 
towards the transition from higher education to the workplace. To this end, certain strategies have 
been identified for teaching practices that would support the world of work. 

 
Pedagogy for teaching business writing 

The first strategy involves a pedagogy for teaching business writing and classroom-based interven- 
tions to facilitate competent business writing activities. This would include teaching the habits which 
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foster success in business writing, such as perseverance, researching, drafting, revising, and 
checking (Walters et al., 2007). The writing practices of novice employees benefit from opportu- 
nities for deliberate practice, especially when it is done in the context of a ‘professionally relevant 
task domain’ (Kellogg, 2008: 18). Also important is the provision of feedback on students’ business 
writing (Schneider & Andre, 2005). 

 
Authentic texts 

The classroom is able to raise students’ awareness of the socially situated nature of business 
writing (Schneider & Andre, 2005). Documents taken from the workplace (that are not confidential) 
could be used in the classroom. This would allow students to become familiar with the registers and 
styles of the workplace and to develop a sense of the audience, purpose and the setting that consti- 
tutes the workplace context. 

 
Assessment 

The methods of assessment in the academic classroom need to align more with requirements in 
workplaces (Ross et al., 1999). Much current assessment is ‘inadequate to help prepare students 
for a lifetime of learning’ (Boud & Falchikov, 2005: 1). New methods of assessment take into account 
the need for life-long learning, reflective thinking, self-evaluation skills and problem-solving skills. 
Innovative assessment methods, such as peer and self-evaluation methods, prepare students for 
the independent work they will be required to do when they enter the workplace. Active involvement 
in the assessment experience ‘promotes the acquisition of life-long skills’ (Ballantyne et al., 2002: 

428) which goes beyond higher education for students’ future learning and careers. As life-long 
learners, students should be given opportunities within their courses to practise self-evaluation in 
a number of different domains. For assessment activities to contribute to students’ understanding, 
assessment and particularly self-assessment, needs to be demystified (Boud & Falchikov, 2005). 

 
Teaching for transfer across different contexts 

When students enter the workplace the knowledge that they bring with them has to be adapted 
to make sense within a different context and a different audience. An emphasis on integrating 
academic and business writing skills across the subjects of the first and second year courses could 
provide students with additional opportunities for practice and to assist them in transferring practices 
learned from Communication courses to other subjects and ultimately to the workplace. Students 
need to have an understanding of the six knowledge domains identified by Walters et al. (2007) 
(see Figure 1). In addition, students should be provided with opportunities to apply their knowledge 
in authentic simulations of the workplace. 

 
Conclusion 

This study suggests that communication courses in higher education could play a more important 
role in preparing students for workplace writing. To achieve this, it is essential that lecturers make 
students aware of different contexts and expectations. To say that learning has occurred means 
that a student can display that learning at another time in similar or different situations (James, 
2006; Perkins & Salomon, 1988; Fogarty et al., 1992). Students cannot be taught how to perform all 
writing tasks, but should be taught how they should approach tasks. 

Given the significant differences in the classroom and workplace contexts, it is incumbent 
on Business Communication lecturers to ensure that generic knowledge can be translated into 
appropriate work practice. The objective of educators should be the alignment between higher 
education and workplace communication practices for the benefit of both student learning and 
workplaces. The implementation of strategies for alignment between the classroom and the 
workplace should help students in business programmes to be better prepared to face the demands 
and challenges of the world of work. 
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