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Abstract 

The employability of third level graduates is much discussed by both employers and 

educators. Graduates need discipline specific knowledge but often potential 

employers expect more than this technical knowledge, other more generic skills or 

soft skills known as employability competences are listed on graduate job 

requirements. Third level institutions can develop these employability competences in 

two ways, one option is to create specific modules for this purpose but a more 

common solution is to build these competencies into modules across the degree 

programme. This action research study builds on previous action research cycles to 

investigate if using a strategy software simulation in the teaching of an undergraduate 

strategic management module will enhance the employability competences of 

business students. Key employability competences are identified and a suitable 

software simulation was selected from the market. Through one loop of action 

research, data is gathered through structured researcher observation and student pre 

and post surveys. Analysis of the data gathered, identifies the employability 

competences gained by students through the use of strategy simulation software.  

 

Keywords  

Employability Competence, Experiential Learning, Teaching, Learning & 

Assessment, Soft Skills, Simulation Software, Serious Games 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



International Conference on Engaging Pedagogy (ICEP), Dublin City University, Dublin, Ireland, Dec. 13 & 14, 2018  
 

3 
 
 

1. Introduction  
 
Raybould and Sheedy (2005) state that 64% of graduate vacancies in the UK are open 

to graduates of any discipline.  They therefore infer that these employers are not 

looking for degree specific knowledge but the transferable skills the graduates have 

gained across their programme of study. Despite the debate on whether it should be 

university’s role to develop these skills; most universities do aim to develop generic 

career skills in their graduates (Tymon, 2013). Business degree programmes across 

higher education vary in their focus and module selection, but the concepts of 

management and strategic planning/implementation are core to the development of 

business graduates (Karagozoglu, 2017). The prevalence of strategic management 

modules on business programmes means it is a module most students will encounter.  

Mintzberg (1990) proposes that managers, like swimmers, will drown if their learning 

is purely cognitive. The skills of management need to be taught through practice and 

feedback in a real or simulated environment. The recognition of the role assessment 

plays in student learning is supported by many including Brown and Ramsden (2004; 

2003). Bloxham & Boyd (2007) state that assessment influences student learning 

including how much time they give to study, concepts grasped and curriculum 

covered. Sigler and Rhee (2014) point out that assessment itself is neutral but the 

construct, purpose and methodology of the assessment influence its effectiveness. 

Authentic assessment is explained by Wiggins (1990) as recreating and integrating 

work-based problems in the classroom. Dochy and McDowell (1997) outline the 

benefits of authentic assessment and the impact it can have on quality and depth of 

student learning. These concepts of assessment practice were applied in this research.  

This author had a fifteen-year career in industry before commencing as a lecturer at 

the Cork Institute of Technology. From the start of her lecturing career, she aimed to 

bring the workplace into the lecture hall and in order to achieve this an iterative cycle 

of reflective practice has been undertaken across an academic career of more than a 

decade. This research takes a strategic management module in a business degree 

programme and aims to apply best practice in the areas of graduate employability 

competences, experiential learning and also in the area of teaching, learning and 

assessment.  
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Teaching, Learning & Assessment 
Lecturers of strategic management are dealing with a broad and ill-defined field 

leading to challenges in ensuring students achieve adequate levels of strategic 

management understanding. The teaching of strategic management, based on 

delivering theory through lectures, can develop an understanding of strategic 

management concepts, but it does not demonstrate the complexities of strategic 

decisions in the real world.  Students taught the concepts alone are unable to see the 

impact of decisions across the functions of the organisation and the complexities of 

the decisions needed to implement strategy in an organization (Arias-Aranda, 2007).  

In order to allow students to put strategy management concepts into practice, lecturers 

have long used the case study. The case study approach has its origins in Harvard 

(Barnes, Christensen, & Hansen, 1994) and remains an essential part of business 

school teaching across the globe (Alexander, O’Neill, Synder, & Townsend, 1986). 

Mintzberg and Quinn (1991, p. xiii) introduce case studies as “a rich soil for 

investigating strategic realities” which supports the important role case studies have 

played in strategic management education.  

Shugan (2006) outlines how case method teaching has its roots in law education 

where the legal concept of stare decisis applies. Stare decisis is where legal decisions 

can become precedents for future cases. The complex nature of business decisions 

means no case is necessarily a precedent, previous decisions whilst having an 

influence cannot be seen as precedents to be blindly followed. 

Recognising the shortcomings in the traditional case study approach, the strategic 

management module selected for this research was reviewed and updated using the 

principles of authentic assessment and constructive alignment. Biggs (1996) explains 

constructive alignment as the marriage between constructivist learning theory and 

instructional design. Constructively aligned and well-designed coursework is just as 

valid an assessment instrument as an end of semester exam (Bridges et al., 2002; 

Gibbs & Lucas, 1997).  

2.2 Graduate Employability 

The concept of employability in the national workforce is much researched in Europe 

and the UK (McQuaid & Lindsay, 2005). The simplest measurement of graduate 
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employability is the statistics of graduate first destination surveys. In 2016, Cork 

Institute of Technology recorded employment levels of 62% for their 2015 graduates. 

Employment, however is not always the best measure of employability skills. As 

discussed by Dacre Pool & Sewell (2007) whether a graduate has a job is a very 

imprecise measurement of the graduate’s achievement. 

Hillage & Pollard (1998) define employability as “the capability to move self-

sufficiently within the labour market to realise potential through sustainable 

employment”. This definition implies that graduates need more than technical 

industry specific expertise. A sustainable career requires other skills; these industry-

independent skills are often referred to as employability or transferrable skills. 

The Irish Association of Higher Education Careers Services (2014), proposed the 

creation of an employability module to create the desired competences. On the other 

hand, Knight & Yorke (2003), claim that an “add-on” or dedicated module to address 

employability will not lead to strong employability and state that: 

The student learning that makes for strong claims to employability 
comes from years, not semesters; through programmes, not 

modules; and in environments, not classes. 

Baker & Henson (2010) agree that the nature of employability skills are supported by 

the active approaches to teaching and learning such as problem-based and work based 

learning. It is with this view that employability should permeate the teaching and 

learning across all modules that this research was undertaken. This view of 

employability acquisition across the programme is further supported by the concept of 

authentic assessment as outlined by Villarroel et al (2018).  

2.3 Experiential Learning 
There are many definitions of experiential learning, Kolb (1984, p. 38) notes the 

drawback of definitions in that concepts are made appear more certain than they are, 

however he summarises experiential learning as “the process whereby knowledge is 

created through the transformation of experience”. Kolb highlights a number of 

aspects of this definition, the first is an emphasis on the process rather than the 

content or outcome, secondly he emphasises that knowledge is continuously created 

and recreated. He also notes that learning transforms experience and finally he points 

out that knowledge needs to be understood before learning can be explained and vice 

versa. 
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Jarvis takes Kolb’s definition further and argues that the focus on knowledge 

outcomes is too narrow – skills and attitudes should also be included in the definition. 

Jarvis’ (1987, p. 16) definition of learning is “the process of transforming experience 

into knowledge, skills, and attitudes”. Jarvis has further developed his definition of 

learning since 1987 and in a more recent publication (Jarvis, 2006, p. 13) learning is 

defined as: 

“the combination of processes whereby the whole person – body 
(genetic, physical and biological) and mind (knowledge, skills, 

attitudes, values, emotions, beliefs and senses): experiences a social 
situation, the perceived content of which is then transformed 

cognitively, emotively or practically (or through any combination) 
and integrated into the person’s individual biography resulting in a 

changed (or more experienced) person.” 

Dyke (2017) in his exploration of Jarvis’s contribution to experiential learning theory 

summarises by recognizing the learning achieved in social situations; experience can 

be transformed in  the company of others into new learning, knowledge and attitudes.  

Experiential learning is often achieved through the use of simulations and can be seen 

in  many disciplines - medical education with the obvious high stakes consequences of 

practitioner error embraces simulations (Grant, Wolff, & Adler, 2016) and further 

examples of simulations can be seen in the teaching of architecture (Attar, O ’brien, 

Nikolovska, & Khan, 2014), engineering (Deshpande & Huang, 2011), law (Boyne, 

2012),  and marketing (Caruana, La Rocca, & Snehota, 2016). This brief list of 

simulation use is not exhaustive but aims to highlight the range of educational spheres 

where simulation has been applied. The examples above also demonstrate that 

simulation use ranges from the more applied subjects such as medicine, engineering 

and architecture to more theoretical subjects such as law, marketing and business. 

In earlier research this author confirmed that students had positive views on 

simulations but also had reservations on their use in the teaching of strategic 

management (Crowley, 2014). Students had concerns which were more general and 

related to group work, but also had more specific concerns regarding the use of a new 

learning environment and the additional workload it might entail. The question 

following this research became “how could students be convinced that the new 

learning environment and additional work load would be worth their efforts?”.  
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3. Research Design 

Action research cycles can be shown in many formats including but by no means 

limited to those developed by authors such as McKernan (1991), Bassey (1998), 

NcNiff (2013), Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011). However, these authors along 

with most others make reference to Kurt Lewin an early pioneer of action research 

(Smith, 2001).  

Lewin’s cycle begins with an idea, issue or problem. Data is gathered to describe the 

situation and the situation is analysed in order to develop a plan of action with an 

identified objective. The process begins with reflection before planning. The model 

can therefore be seen as a spiral of planning, action, data gathering and reflection. The 

original cycle was further extended into ongoing action reflection cycles (McNiff, 

2013, p. 56).  This is often called the Lewinian spiral (Zuber-Skerritt, 1991) and it was 

further explored and developed by Kemmis and McTaggart in their text “The Action 

Research Planner”. 

 

Figure 1:The Lewinian Spiral adapted from Zuber-Skerritt, 1991; Kemmis. & 
McTaggart, 1992 

  
 

Coghlan and Brannick (2014, p. 99) explain how data is created in Action Research 

by engagement with the participants. Every action of the lecturer as researcher has 

implications and the very presence of research influences the system or lecture 

experience. For this reason, they refer to data generation rather than the more 

traditional data gathering. In this research two data generation techniques were 

planned, the first was a pre and post module questionnaire which was prepared with 

reference to the elements that affect a participants involvement as outlined by Cohen, 
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Manion and Morrison (2011, p. 377). Additionally, structured observation was 

undertaken during the simulation sessions. 

4. Implementation 

4.1 Plan 
Previous research undertaken by this author showed that students had reservations 

about the use of software simulations in the teaching of strategic management 

(Crowley, 2014). Following on the recommendations of this research, the next step 

undertaken was to identify the benefits of simulations that might convince students to 

overcome their reservations (Crowley, Farren, & OSúilleabháin, 2017). This research 

identified the employability competences gained through the use of software 

simulation – the researcher then set out a research design to investigate if these 

employability competences were indeed enhanced by the use of software simulation 

in the teaching of strategic management. These cycles of iterative investigation are 

following the Lewinian spiral as shown in figure one above. 

Selection of a suitable strategic management module paid attention to planned group 

size with selection of a module with sufficient students to enable at least five groups 

of four students allowing for the dynamic of group competition and the importance of 

equal group sizes avoiding the negative consequences of social loafing or freeloading 

(Cosse, Ashworth, & Weisenberger, 1999; Karau & Williams, 1993; Wolfe & 

Chacko, 1982). Additionally, larger class groups were avoided in the early stages of 

this research due to budgeting constraints and also the logistical constraint that the 

module had to be available to the researcher.  

A strategic management module on a part-time Bachelor of Business programme was 

selected. Student numbers are between 25 and 40 students and the module was 

available to researcher. In a 2016 programmatic review, the module was redesigned 

with reference to constructive alignment and authentic assessment. The module was 

rewritten to accommodate the simulation and a full continuous assessment structure. 

The redesigned module received positive feedback from the academic and industry 

members of Cork Institute of Technology’ programmatic review panel. 

4.2 Act 
The first stage of this research set out to create a shortlist of employability 

competences. In order to do this Irish, British and European business surveys were 
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analysed. These surveys represented the views of graduates’ future employers. In 

addition, the Department of Education and Skills (DES) and National Skills strategy 

2025 were also reviewed. The competences identified in these surveys were clustered 

under what became twelve competency headings. Due to the surveys used, the final 

twelve competency clusters, represent the requirements of potential employers along 

with the aims of the third level sector as outlined by the government department 

responsible for their funding.  

 

Key Employability Competencies 

1. Analytical Skills 2. Business Acumen 

3. Communication Skills 4. Creativity / Innovation 
5. Cultural Awareness 6. Decision Making Skills 
7. Entrepreneurship 8. Flexibility / Adaptability 
9. Leadership 10. Organisational Skills 
11. Self- Management 12. Team Working 

Table 1: Key Employability Competencies in Alphabetical Order 
 

The next stage of implementation was to identify suitable simulation software. 

Evaluation criteria were gathered from three sources, three academic papers identified 

suitable selection criteria (Hlupic, Irani, & Paul, 1999; Jadhav & Sonar, 2009; 

Nikoukaran, Hlupic, & Paul, 1999), criteria were also gathered from the CIT IT 

department and final further evaluation criteria were added by the researcher. These 

five sources were combined to create an overall list of selection criteria against which 

three possible strategy software solutions were scored and compared.  

Following this selection process, the strategy simulation software 

(MyStrategyExperience) from Pearson was identified as the selected simulation 

software. The Pearson solution requires the students to make two levels of decisions – 

firstly they need to bring four of six possible agenda items to each of six simulated 

board meetings. Subsequently at each of the six simulated board meeting they need to 

select one of four possible implementation options of each of the four chosen agenda 

topics. This process is all facilitated on a web and mobile enabled front end with 
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information made available to students using multiple media formats. A share price is 

given after each board meeting along with financial and nonfinancial information. 

4.3 Observe 
Students were surveyed before and after the module for their views of their experience 

of each of the employability competences. Against each competency students were 

given a brief explanation of the competence and could rate their experience on a 

Likert scale. The survey was prepared on Google drive and a high response rate was 

achieved across both surveys of over 85%. 

Additionally, the researcher had a structured observation form which enabled semi 

structured note taking during the simulation sessions. Simulation sessions were also 

photographed and video recordings of the simulation session allowed for a subsequent 

review of the sessions if needed. 

4.4 Reflect 
The research generated much data through both the survey responses and the 

researcher’s observations. The results of the data analysis are structured below under 

the headings or each of the twelve employability competences. 

Analytical Skills 
Students prepared analytical models in advance of the board meetings and groups 

were seen to refer back to this material, observations included “but what about big 

data, we said it was an opportunity for us, this would be way to get into it”. Survey 

results showed the students’ assessment of their analytical skills moving towards a 

stronger skills rating in the post module survey. 

Business Acumen 
Each group put their share price on the white board at the end of each board meeting 

round. Students were aware that their decisions influenced their share price and they 

were eager to understand how this relationship worked, observations included “Let’s 

have a look at the non-financial stuff – see if that tells us anything”. After completing 

the module all students felt their business acumen was at least adequate with 74% 

saying it was strong an increase from 44% beforehand. 

Communication Skills 
From the observation notes taken during the simulation session it was clear that the 

simulation stimulated discussion, debate and communication. The questionnaire 

results show that following completion of the module no student believed their 
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communication skills to be weak and the percentage believing their communication 

skills to be strong had risen to 74%. This represented a significant rise in students’ 

confidence in their communication skills 

Creativity / Innovation 
The students were restricted to the options within the software simulation so 

innovation or creativity was not possible and this was consistent with the researcher’s 

observations across the simulation sessions. The student perceptions of their skills in 

this area were very similar before and after the module so students showed a good 

ability to assess their own competences and could see that they had not been given the 

opportunity to improve their creativity / innovation competences.  

Cultural Awareness 
Observation supported the presence of this competence across all groups – decisions 

were discussed with reference to both the internal and external culture e.g. “the audio 

clip said that there’s been a downturn – we need to keep that in mind”. After 

completion of the module the number of students ranking this competence as strong 

more than doubled with an increase from 30% beforehand to 70% afterwards. 

Decision Making Skills 
While some group’s decisions could be perceived as resulting in a better share price, it 

is clear all students learnt from their decisions. Groups compared their share prices 

and attempted to understand the reasons for their price compared to other groups. This 

was supported by the students’ perception, after the module all students felt their 

decision making skills were adequate with 65% of students rating their decision 

making skills as strong (an increase from 35% beforehand) 

Entrepreneurship 
No evidence of this competence could be found as the nature of the simulation didn’t 

allow for innovation outside of the opportunities in the software simulation itself. It 

was therefore interesting to note that the student’s perceptions of their skill level in 

this competence did not alter – they identified that their entrepreneurship skills were 

unaffected by the module.  

Flexibility / Adaptability 
The observations recorded a greater deal of flexibility / adaptability in the second set 

of board meetings – teams were more prepared to pursue a new opportunity as it 

emerged and were more prepared to debate where this opportunity sits with their 
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strategy e.g. “I think we should at least discuss it – we didn’t think we’d be given a 

chance to increase our presence in America”. Interestingly the student questionnaire 

showed no change to students’ own perceptions of their competencies in this area.  

Leadership 
Student groups self-formed and were not instructed to appoint a leader – therefore no 

assigned leader role was created – leadership was observed across the student groups 

and the leadership role was seen to rotate depending on the topic under discussion. 

The trend in the survey data was towards stronger leadership skills after the module. 

Organisational Skills 
Student groups were observed to structure their approach to each board meeting and 

to divide the decisions and time. Decisions were allocated to group members based on 

expertise and time was divided across the decisions that needed to be made. While the 

student cohort were part-time students where one would expect strong organisation 

skills students still registered an improvement of their skills after the module. 

Self-Management 
The student groups were observed to get better at organising themselves into the 

allocated time. Despite the researcher’s observations, the students’ perception was 

that the module did not improve this competence. This could be a result of the high 

levels of self-management that was reported by the students in advance of the module 

– allowing less room for improvement. 

Team working 
Strong team work was observed across all groups during the simulation. The use of 

the white board with the share price outcome introduced an element of competition 

that enhanced team cohesiveness and motivation. Afterwards the number of students 

who felt their teamwork skills were strong had risen from 78% to 91% demonstrating 

an increase in teamwork skills from the perspective of the students 

6. Conclusions and Future Work 

In the case of ten of the twelve employability competences, a consistent result was 

found between the researcher’s observations and the student perceptions. Two 

competences were not observed by the researcher and were not perceived as improved 

by the student – Creativity / Innovation and Entrepreneurship. On reflection it can be 

seen that the simulation software does not lend itself to the development of these 
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competences as the students are not free to innovate – the options available are limited 

by the simulation design. Further research is proposed on how these competencies 

could be included in the module as currently designed.  

There are two competencies where the researcher observed the competence but 

students did not perceive the competence as improving, these are, flexibility 

/adaptability and self-management. The researcher observed these traits across the 

simulation sessions but students did not record an improvement in these competences. 

Further analysis is proposed into these discrepancies. 

 

Employability Competencies Observed  
by 

Researcher 

Improvement 
Noted by 

Students (Survey) 
1. Analytical Skills YES YES 
2. Business Acumen YES YES 
3. Communication Skills YES YES 
4. Creativity / Innovation NO NO 
5. Cultural Awareness YES YES 
6. Decision Making Skills YES YES 
7. Entrepreneurship NO NO 
8. Flexibility / Adaptability YES NO 
9. Leadership YES YES 
10. Organisational Skills YES YES 
11. Self- Management YES NO 
12. Team Working YES YES 

Table 2: Researcher observations and Student Perception of Employability 
Competences 

 

Overall, it is worth noting the consistency between the researcher’s observations and 

student perceptions. Of note also is the number of competencies (75%) seen to be 

enhanced by the strategy simulation module.  
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