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ABSTRACT

Aim/Purpose To help enable educators to use technology to improve durable skills. We develop a
certificate that uses virtual reality and artificial intelligence, designed to improve du-
rable skills in public speaking and interpersonal communication.

Background Recent surveys of employers indicate that graduates lack durable skills. They report

that graduates have difficulty communicating with customers in person and online.
They also report a decline in professionalism in public settings. More needs to be
done to address this issue, as it has become a reason graduates lose their jobs soon
after being hired. Higher education needs to address this concern to ensure that
students are prepared for the workforce. This involves both setting up programs to
increase training within courses or the curriculum and providing value to stakehold-
ers.
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A literature review on virtual reality pedagogy was conducted to identify suitable
technologies and methods for developing a certificate program. Concurrently, in-
formal interviews and coordination with the college advisory committee identified
additional skills to inform cutriculum development. The resulting Professional
Communication Excellence Certificate was piloted in an undergraduate business
communication course, using VR simulations and Al-powered feedback alongside
real-world assessments evaluated by faculty and advisory board members.

The study outlines how to develop a curriculum for a credentialing program fo-
cused on improving communication through Al and virtual reality. The program in-
cludes assurance-of-learning measures that are available upon request.

The pilot program included 28 of the 69 students enrolled in an undergraduate
business communication course in the first cohort, which began in Spring 2026.
The students’ voluntary participation suggests strong demand for certification, de-
spite the substantial time required to earn it.

Higher education needs to address the perceived lack of durable skills among recent
graduates. We designed a program that promotes communication through technol-
ogy, reduces demands on faculty, and provides students with immediate feedback.

Durable skills should receive greater emphasis in research to help prepare students
for the workplace. Further investigation into durable skills is necessary to assess
students’ career readiness and to examine how durable skills training benefits them
over time. This would highlight the lasting importance of these skills and under-
score the need for continuous skill development.

The program’s popularity showed that people value earning a certificate that en-
hances their written, visual, and verbal communication skills. By developing pro-
grams that strengthen these skills, we will enhance higher education’s ability to pro-
duce graduates prepared for the modern workforce.

More studies are needed to assess the effectiveness of different interventions, and
other studies should examine how soft-skill education benefits people over the
course of their catreers.

virtual reality, artificial intelligence, durable skills, communication, Al feedback

INTRODUCTION

Higher education currently faces significant challenges, including a declining perceived value of de-
grees and a widespread employer belief that only one-third of graduates have the necessary skills
(Clark et al., 2025). While technical skill gaps are present, employers more often report deficiencies in
professional communication, with over 50% citing poor communication skills among graduates (In-
telligent.com, 2024). Communication apprehension (CA), a subset of social anxiety, continues to
limit students’ effectiveness in professional settings despite extensive psychological research. Ad-
dressing CA remains essential for workplace success. This paper contends that a targeted certificate
program in professional communication that uses virtual reality and Al can help mitigate these chal-
lenges. Through repeated practice and feedback in a safe, technology-enhanced environment, stu-
dents can improve their communication efficacy and workforce readiness.

Writing assignments foster critical thinking and language ability, which are foundational for effective
communication. Students develop confidence as they articulate ideas in written form, and writing fa-
cilitates the evaluation of message effectiveness. Social interactions within the classroom further sup-
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port students by providing opportunities to address apprehension about making mistakes. Practicing
communication in low-threat, small-group settings builds confidence and helps reduce CA. Instruc-
tors often employ presentations to allow students to address groups in controlled environments,
while feedback and assessment serve as essential tools for improvement. A variety of activities ena-
bles students to refine their skills and increase their confidence. However, contemporary communica-
tion demands have become more complex, needing the integration of technologies and strategies
aligned with current business requirements (Tanner, 2010). For example, Al can supplement curricu-
lar communication by providing scalable, personalized support for communication skill development
(Phan, 2024) and providing prompt feedback (Abdelfattah et al., 2026).

Technology has improved the efficiency of communication, especially in global organizations. How-
ever, effectiveness suffers when employees have persistent CA. Young people may be skilled in con-
sumer-facing information technology. However, their social communication skills decline with fewer
opportunities to practice and receive feedback in person-to-person or person-to-audience settings.
This leads to increased CA and division due to anxiety and generational differences as the groups
need to interact in various settings (Greer & Talbert, 2024). While traditional teaching methods re-
main crucial, they must be enhanced by technology, especially as the number of online courses
grows. Students need more exposure to ensure learning. Using familiar technological tools gives stu-
dents a safe practice space and may reduce anxiety (Abdelfattah et al., 2026). Instructors should blend
traditional teaching with technology to give students more opportunities to practice and develop
communication skills. This reduces CA.

Higher education institutions must allocate resources efficiently, as assignments are time-intensive
and technology investments are costly. While offering added training is a potential solution, many
students in competitive environments prefer résumé-building micro-credentials over extra course-
work. In response, a certification program was developed in conjunction with a traditional communi-
cations course: the “Professional Communication Excellence Certificate.” It is predicted that similar
programs using emerging technologies will be adopted by other institutions to ensure students re-
ceive essential communication skills. We seek to answer how to implement a flexible program that
students will value while optimizing resource use. The rest of this paper outlines the development of
the certificate program, beginning with a review of relevant literature, followed by a description of
the program, and concluding with outcomes and lessons learned.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The modern business environment demands competence in oral, written, and digital communication.
The concept of “durable” or “soft” skills refers to attributes related to the human condition that vary
among individuals, in contrast to technical or hard skills, which are specific to fields or industries.
Soft skills, such as communication, critical thinking, professional etiquette, time management, prob-
lem solving, adaptability, and collaboration, are applicable across most organizations. Technology-
enhanced learning environments are immersive, fostering greater student engagement and retention.
Unlike traditional methods, technologies such as VR and Al enable students to take part in realistic,
real-world scenarios (Fitrianto & Saif, 2024; Pole & McGee, 2026). The program emphasizes com-
munication and collaboration, while also incorporating other durable skills. Communication appre-
hension (CA), introduced above, ranges from mild discomfort to intense fear but is most commonly
experienced as manageable “stage fright” that can be alleviated through repetition and practice. The
certificate offers students affordable opportunities for practice. This review examines the value of du-
rable skills, analyzes communication components, including public speaking, interpersonal communi-
cation, written communication, and visualizations, describes traditional teaching and evaluation
methods, and discusses the value of certification programs.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF DURABLE SKILLS AND COMMUNICATION
APPREHENSION

Employers and hiring managers consistently name durable skills as top priorities. Interpersonal com-
munication is one of the most often cited concerns. Business leader surveys reaffirm this and call for
stronger communication training for new entrants to the workforce (Intelligent.com, 2024). Commu-
nication tools have proliferated in recent decades. However, effectively conveying ideas, completing
tasks on time, using appropriate language, and maintaining professionalism remain challenges. Poor
communication costs businesses more than one trillion dollars annually (Grammarly Business, 2024).
While technical skills have advanced with technology, clear communication has not kept pace. In-
creased communication competence brings benefits. It reduces CA, increases confidence, and im-
proves career and academic outcomes (Cavanagh et al., 2019; Okoro & Cardon, 2023). This compe-
tence goes beyond speaking. The program addresses public speaking, interpersonal communication,
written communication, and visual communication.

Public speaking

Social Anxiety (SA) disorder rates in young people have risen from 12% in 2004 (Kessler et al., 2005)
to 36% in 2020 worldwide, with the US showing a rate of 57.6% in 2020 (Jefferies & Ungar, 2020).
Public speaking is more than conveying information; it is a dynamic exchange with an audience (Bac-
carani & Bonfanti, 2015). Strong public speaking skills help students handle social, professional, and
academic situations, and employers rank them as top candidate traits (Perse, 2024). Social media use
is often named as the villain for students’ anxiety levels, but not all screen time carries the same con-
sequences for a student’s readiness to speak and connect. A large study of college students draws a
distinction that matters for how we design communication training: it separates active social media
use (e.g., posting, commenting, and generating content) from passive use, the browsing and scrolling
that happens without interaction (Lai et al., 2023)—the two run in opposite directions. Passive use
was associated with higher social anxiety and weaker communication capacity, while active use was
associated with lower anxiety and stronger capacity. More importantly, communication capacity par-
tially mediated both relationships, suggesting that the effect of social media on anxiety operates, at
least in part, through what it does to a student’s underlying ability to communicate.

Public speaking remains a foundational competency in professional and academic life. It requires pre-
cise message delivery tailored to a specific audience. Educational leaders agree that developing this
skill is essential for student success. Effective delivery has verbal elements, pitch, pace, tone, and vol-
ume, and nonverbal cues, like eye contact and body language (Cherner et al., 2023). These factors to-
gether determine whether a speaker engages with an audience.

Al-driven presentation platforms are a new type of educational technology designed to meet this spe-
cific need. By providing a virtual audience and automated feedback, these tools create a scalable prac-
tice environment for developing public speaking skills (Cherner et al., 2023). The Professional Com-
munication Excellence Certificate incorporates these Al-powered rehearsal tools, providing students
with continual, safe opportunities to practice presentations, reduce anxiety, and build confidence,
which is especially helpful when access to in-person coaching is limited (Abdelfattah et al., 2026). For
these reasons, integrating Al-assisted practice makes the certification program directly beneficial for
the development of oral communication, as confidence in speaking translates into reduced SA (Muf-
tah, 2023). The cycle consists of four stages: concrete experience, observation and reflection, abstract
conceptualization, and active experimentation. Immersive experiences can further enhance the cycle
of technology-supported communication training. For instance, students may gain concrete experi-
ence of various public speaking situations through virtual reality simulations. They receive Al-gener-
ated feedback on their performance, which helps them observe and reflect on it and identify areas for
improvement. Through repeated VR practice sessions, students can actively experiment with apply-
ing the feedback they have received to continually refine their communication strategies over time.
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Therefore, the combination of VR and artificial intelligence positively reinforces experiential learning
processes for the continuous improvement of public speaking (Fitrianto & Saif, 2024; Kolb, 1984).

Interpersonal communication

Interpersonal communication involves the exchange of messages between individuals or between an
individual and a group, enabling direct feedback that can influence attitudes, opinions, and behaviors
(Yunizar et al., 2020). This skill is critical in the contemporary workplace. In a 2024 research project,
by positioning the required externship as a capstone integrating coursework, reflection, and real or-
ganizational projects, Iskandarova and Ford (2024) show that experiential learning helps doctoral stu-
dents develop the communication, networking, and decision-making skills needed for professional
leadership roles. Although artificial intelligence can ease learning across various fields, it cannot fully
replace interpersonal communication, which involves qualities such as empathy, active listening,
trust-building, and ethical decision-making. Although Al can aid with writing and routine tasks, these
uniquely human attributes are still beyond its current capabilities. Virtual reality can simulate various
environments, such as interviews, public speaking, or even crises, and present a promising area for
future research (Hadi et al., 2024; Williams et al., 2024). As technology becomes increasingly inte-
grated into daily life, employers place greater value on relational skills. Consequently, strengthening
interpersonal communication skills is essential for success in the modern work environment (Cardon
et al., 2024).

Relational success is fundamentally tied to the quality of interpersonal communication. Research indi-
cates that improving communication skills leads to greater relational satisfaction, enhanced emotional
well-being, and significant gains in teamwork and productivity. Furthermore, these skills reduce
workplace conflict and increase overall job satisfaction (Fu et al., 2024). Consequently, higher educa-
tion institutions often use interpersonal interactions, such as mock interviews, as a primary metric for
assessing student job readiness (Lindsay et al., 2015).

Written communication

Although many believe technological advances will decrease the need for written communication, the
opposite has proven true. A recent Harris Poll found that the time spent on written communication
in the workplace has increased by 18% between 2022 and 2023 (Grammarly & The Harris Poll,
2023). The need for more directed messaging and the ease with which written communication tools
help message transmission have significantly increased the volume of written communication.

Written communication is the second most in-demand skill in the job market, after oral communica-
tion (Rios et al., 2020). As written communication plays a vital role in solving practical business prob-
lems, strong business writing skills are considered a competitive advantage in job applications (Na-
tional Association of Colleges and Employers, 2023). Writing helps students improve their interpreta-
tive and computational skills (Hildreth et al., 2023). This not only enhances their ability to communi-
cate more effectively but also directly influences the development of critical thinking skills. Gradu-
ates’ employability is not decided solely by technical skills; research shows that soft skills distinguish
individuals in the workplace (Goulart et al., 2022).

Al has now become a key part of modern learning. Students use Al to enhance their writing, creating
a new mode of learning in which Al serves as a tutor to support improvement and skill development
(Ou et al., 2024). These tools enhance written communication skills when used responsibly. Similarly,
Al should be incorporated into credentialing programs for written communication.

Visualizations

Visualization represents information through visual components such as charts, graphs, maps, in-
fographics, and dashboards. These tools help users detect patterns, trends, and insights that are diffi-
cult to discern from raw data (Olowe et al., 2024) and are especially effective for conveying complex
messages to lay audiences (Meloncon & Warner, 2017). Further, as Hiippala (2020) shows, data visu-
alizations are composite multimodal constructs in which diagrams, maps, labels, legends, and layout
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jointly organize viewers’ ergodic work of composition and exploration; their rhetorical force there-
fore depends on how these modes are orchestrated on specific canvases, not on graphical form
alone. Organizations have long relied on visualization for clarity, but its role has expanded signifi-
cantly as digital tools have matured. Today, many organizations use it as a primary method for ana-
lyzing and interpreting data (Asamoah, 2022).

Emerging technologies are pushing visualization further still. Al can automatically transform raw data
into clear insights and visual summaries, reducing the time required to make sense of complex infor-
mation. AR and VR extend this further by generating immersive 3D environments that allow re-
searchers and practitioners to explore data more intuitively (Olowe et al., 2024). These developments
have made visual communication a standard feature of professional work, as audiences increasingly
expect engaging content, and digital tools have embedded visual design into everyday tasks
(Brumberger, 2007).

For students, visualization offers a bridge between classroom concepts and real-world complexity.
Because actual data is rarely as tidy as textbook examples, working with visualized real data helps stu-
dents develop practical statistical skills and connect theory to practice (Hsu et al., 2022). Given its
centrality to modern business communication, Brumberger (2007) argues that visualization is an es-
sential workplace skill that deserves formal instruction.

How HAVE DURABLE SKILLS BEEN TAUGHT?

With the importance of durable skills in business education established, the focus shifts to how these
competencies have been taught. The pedagogical landscape has evolved significantly over recent dec-
ades, transitioning from traditional instructor-centered approaches to active, technology-enhanced
methods. This progression includes face-to-face instruction, online and hybrid modalities, and im-
mersive experiential learning, with each stage contributing unique strengths to the development of
durable skills.

Face-to-face instruction: Traditional to flipped approaches

Traditional in-person instruction has historically centered on formal, planned presentations by the
instructor. In the lecture model, the instructor is the primary source of information, delivering struc-
tured content from the front of the room. Critics associate this approach with passive learning, yet
the lecture format remains valuable: it efficiently conveys large volumes of content to large groups
and provides clear, expert-guided instruction (Klein et al., 2023). Student presentations shift the dy-
namic meaningfully. They create accountability, develop communication skills, support peer learning,
and require students to engage more deeply with content through active participation.

In recent years, Bergmann and Sams (2023) popularized the Flipped Classroom model, in which rec-
orded lectures are assigned for outside-of-class review and class time is reserved for discussion, col-
laborative analysis, and problem-solving. This approach is grounded in constructivist and active
learning principles and is strongly associated with student-centered learning and higher-order think-
ing (Akeayir & Akeayir, 2018).

Online and hybrid learning environments

Online and hybrid environments offer flexibility without sacrificing learning outcomes. For many
skills, these modalities yield results compatable to those of traditional face-to-face instruction (Bet-
nard et al., 2014; Means et al., 2009). Blended approaches, those combining online and in-person ele-
ments, often outperform either format alone, particularly when active learning techniques such as
practice tests, group projects, and facilitated discussions are deliberately integrated (Bernard et al.,
2014).

Effective online education does not happen by default, however. It requires intentional course de-
sign, prompt feedback, regular student-instructor interaction, and reliable technology support (Martin
et al,, 2022). These conditions matter especially for durable skill development, where students need
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repeated opportunities to practice, receive feedback, and refine their approach. As more students
choose online options, instructors must invest more effort in creating synchronous and asynchro-
nous communication opportunities to support the development of interpersonal skills (Mojtahedza-
deh et al., 2024). Research also suggests that group work and peer interaction build institutional pride
and improve outcomes, a finding with direct implications for program design (Yoel et al., 2023).

Analytics tools are increasingly giving instructors greater visibility into this challenge. Video Learning
Analytics (VLA) enables tracking of student engagement patterns, while Educational Data Mining
(EDM) improves outcome prediction when combined with VLA data (Yurim et al., 2023). Together,
these methods support more tailored instruction and early identification of at-risk students, capabili-
ties particularly valuable for monitoring communication skill development at scale.

Recent meta-analyses reinforce the value of both VR and Al in durable skill development. VR is par-
ticularly effective for soft skills because it combines theoretical and practical learning in realistic envi-
ronments, provides structured tasks with instructional scaffolding, and offers a low-stakes space for
repeated practice (Fitrianto & Saif, 2024). Al-assisted feedback systems have emerged as a distinct
area within Al research in education; multiple studies demonstrate that automated assessments can
evaluate student performance, deliver immediate feedback, and improve both the objectivity and effi-
ciency of evaluation across educational contexts (Harsh et al., 2025). Together, these findings suggest
that VR provides an experiential medium for practice, while Al delivers real-time, individualized, and
scalable formative support to enhance student learning.

Value of certification programs

Certification programs have gained traction in higher education over the past decade, though their
appeal goes beyond current trends. They solve a practical problem: students need credentials that sig-
nal specific competencies to employers, while institutions need ways to deliver targeted skill develop-
ment without overhauling entire degree programs.

Student engagement improves when learners can work toward something tangible (Locke & Latham,
2002). Additionally, Hamutoglu et al. (2021) and colleagues observed that perceptions of professional
development influence student readiness, suggesting that items such as certifications and micro-cre-
dentials aid in learning. Students who earned certificates exhibited markedly different attitudes to-
ward their coursework than peers taking the same material for course credit alone. The certificate it-
self mattered. It represented a visible achievement, unlike course grades.

For instructors, certifications create opportunities to address gaps in standard curricula. Business
communication courses typically cover a broad range of topics in a limited time. Certain skills that
employers value highly receive only cursory treatment. We might spend two weeks on presentations
in a semester-long course, for instance, but professionals often name public speaking as the most
critical communication competency they use. Certifications enable us to examine these high-value ar-
eas in depth (Daniels, 2011).

The adaptability question deserves attention. Traditional degree programs move slowly by design.
Curriculum changes require committee review, administrative approval, and, in some cases, accredita-
tion documentation. These processes can span years. Meanwhile, workplace communication practices
shift rapidly. Consider how professional norms around email, video calls, and collaborative platforms
have evolved just since 2020. Certifications bypass the bureaucratic machinery. We can revise them
between academic years, incorporating new employer feedback or technological developments with-
out lengthy approval cycles. Bloomberg’s (2024) analysis emphasizes this responsiveness as the pri-
mary advantage of certifications over conventional degrees.

Students also benefit in job searches when they hold recognized credentials beyond their degrees.
Studies show that individuals who hold occupational or industry certifications tend to receive a sig-
nificant earnings premium early in their careers, suggesting that certification attainment yields a meas-
urable return on investment for individuals entering employment (Albert, 2017). Earning premiums
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are estimated to range from 13.5% to 24.5%, indicating that certified workers command higher com-
pensation than peers without such credentials. The association between certification and earnings un-
derscores that credential attainment improves financial outcomes for graduates upon entering the
wortkforce (Albert, 2017).

Although higher income is a key factor, certifications and micro-credentials are commonly viewed as
ways to improve employability, prepare for the workforce, and increase career mobility. They signal
relevant job skills to employers. Research on the value of certifications notes that HR professionals
view these targeted credentials as indicators of job-relevant competencies and use them to find candi-
dates whose skills align with organizational needs and evolving career pathways (Alasmari, 2024).
Therefore, certifications help students and early-career professionals present their skills in ways that
are meaningful to hiring organizations, thereby increasing their competitiveness in a labor market that
increasingly values specific, verifiable skills (Alasmari, 2024).

Theoretical frameworks

Theoretical frameworks by Bandura and Davis provide a foundation for understanding how struc-
tured skill development can effectively enhance professional communication competency. Bandura’s
(1997) selt-efficacy theory helps explain how individuals develop confidence in performing tasks,
which in turn influences their motivation, effort, and persistence. This confidence is shaped by four
main sources: mastery expetiences, observing models, feedback and encouragement, and emotional
or psychological states. In the context of this certification, students can build self-efficacy through
repeated practice in realistic, low-pressure scenarios, such as those provided by virtual reality simula-
tions. Model examples, provided through written and verbal explanations and pre-attempt demon-
strations, illustrate expected performance and serve as a reference for learners before attempting
tasks themselves. Feedback, whether from instructors or the Al feedback system, highlights areas for
improvement and reinforces progress. Finally, the low-pressure environment of virtual reality helps
students manage anxiety and build confidence, addressing the emotional and psychological compo-
nents of self-efficacy. Together, these elements demonstrate how the program’s design supports both
the development of professional communication skills and the growth of student confidence.

The technology acceptance model (TAM), developed by Davis, offers insight into how and why stu-
dents engage with the virtual reality and Al feedback tools used in the program (Davis, 1989). Ac-
cording to TAM, individuals are more likely to adopt and continue using a technology when they per-
ceive it as both useful and easy to use. In this program, students are more likely to engage with VR
simulations and listen to Al-generated feedback when they believe these tools will meaningtully im-
prove their communication skills. The ability to practice realistic, practical scenarios, such as inter-
views, presentations, and professional conversations, contributes to students’ perceptions of technol-
ogy’s value. At the same time, the platform’s accessibility and usability play a vital role in reducing
batriers to participation and supporting continued engagement. Because participation in the certifica-
tion is optional and requires students who are already busy to commit additional time outside of
class, both perceived usefulness and ease of use are critical factors in whether students choose to en-
gage with the program. As a result, TAM provides a considerable framework for understanding how
the design and implementation of these technologies can support sustained student participation and
skill development.

INITIAL CERTIFICATION PROGRAM

Drawing on the literature’s emphasis on experiential learning (Kolb, 1984), the documented value of
certifications (Hamutoglu et al., 2021), and the potential of VR/AI (Fitrianto & Saif, 2024), we devel-
oped the Professional Communication Excellence Certificate (PCEC) through an iterative process
designed to integrate advanced technology and real-world skill assessments into the classroom. An
undergraduate business communications course was chosen for this project because it covered verbal
communication and provided students opportunities to work on visualizations and writing.
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COURSE CONTENT

The course now includes building business writing skills, communicating effectively with others, us-
ing technology appropriately for communication, and demonstrating professional and ethical behav-
ior. Students demonstrate their oral and written communication skills by completing assignments,
giving presentations, and participating in group activities. The course emphasizes critical thinking, an-
alytical reasoning, and experiential learning, preparing students for real-world professional engage-
ment and success in diverse business environments. While the course has served its purpose well,
there are limits to the time an instructor can devote to incorporating diverse verbal experiences for
students who want or need more exposure to improve their communication skills across different
environments. The course covered essential material, but time constraints limited the practice stu-
dents could receive across various communication scenarios. We saw an opportunity. Adding a certi-
fication to the course would improve students’ verbal communication skills, particularly in virtual set-
tings where challenges are common. Getting this off the ground required resources we did not have,
so faculty pursued external funding to launch the initiative. The Professional Communication Excel-
lence Certificate is integrated into the existing communications course structure and provides a rec-
ognized credential that students can present to employers. The program extends beyond traditional
coursework by combining hands-on VR training with Al-powered feedback systems and culminating
in real-world assessments. Students practice scenarios that reflect real-world workplace situations, in-
cluding job interviews, client presentations, team meetings, and phone calls with challenging custom-
ers. These VR scenarios closely replicate real-world environments, and the Al system tracks metrics
such as eye contact, use of filler words, and pacing without requiring continuous instructor supervi-
sion.

A central feature of the program is portfolio development. Students compile their VR performance
data, write reflective essays analyzing their growth, and include documentation from live assessments.
The portfolio serves two primary purposes: it provides evidence of learning for program evaluation
and offers students a means to prove their communication skills to potential employers. Students
also add the credential to their LinkedIn profiles and academic transcripts.

Certificate requirements include multiple components. Students use VR modules to cover business
communication scenarios not included in regular class time. They must also pass real-world assess-
ments. Faculty members evaluate each student in a face-to-face professional meeting and in a phone-
call scenatio, using standardized rubrics we developed. Passing means scoring at least 15 out of 20
points on these assessments, showing proficient or exemplary performance across multiple criteria.
The course grade also factors in. Students must earn a B or better in the communication course to
demonstrate competence in written, visual, and oral communication. This multifaceted approach
provides employers with confidence that certificate holders can perform effectively in professional
settings, not merely complete assignments. Although the course offered opportunities to practice es-
sential skills, to provide the certificate program, and to include hands-on learning, three critical tech-
nologies were needed. The first two were related to the student experience. After a realistic virtual
experience with automated feedback was developed, a platform was needed to host certification.
Therefore, initial planning involved evaluating VR and Al options to provide realistic experiences
and feedback to students, while remaining cost-effective for the institution and instructors. The uni-
versity already had a partnership with the Credly platform, making it well-suited to handle the certifi-
cation process.

TECHNOLOGY SELECTION AND EVALUATION

The choice of VR hardware and software platforms was based on a methodical assessment of four
criteria: teaching effectiveness, institutional usefulness, student cost, and equipment longevity. After
evaluating various VR headsets, we selected the Meta Quest 3 for its features, affordability, and dura-
bility. After evaluating multiple VR presentation platforms, it was found that VirtualSpeech provides
Al-based feedback on both speech delivery and nonverbal communication, allows administrators to
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track progress, and is available at an affordable educational rate. After the hardware and software
were selected and purchased, Virtual Speech VR subscriptions were set up and assigned. Members of
the project team forecasted that the time students should expect to spend on added training, reflec-
tions, and assessments is 12-15 hours to complete the PCEC. This time commitment includes inde-
pendent practice with four VR training modules, participation in two real-world assessments (a face-
to-face meeting and a phone call, each lasting 10-20 minutes), and the preparation and submission of
a certification portfolio. This program runs in parallel with standard coursework, featuring activities
and assessments spread across the 15-week semester. Faculty and advisor time would increase by 30-
60 minutes.

ASSESSMENT OF RUBRIC DEVELOPMENT

The development of assessment rubrics for the Professional Communication Excellence Certificate
followed a multi-stakeholder collaborative approach to ensure both content validity and workplace
relevance. Beginning with the learning objectives embedded in the VirtualSpeech platform scenarios,
we worked backward to find the specific communication competencies students would demonstrate
through VR training modules and real-world capstone assessments. We then engaged our College of
Business Advisory Boatd, including local employers, HR professionals, and business leaders, in struc-
tured feedback sessions to confirm that our rubric criteria reflected the communication skills they ac-
tively look for in recent graduates. Faculty members teaching business communication courses re-
viewed draft rubrics to ensure alignment with established pedagogical frameworks and assessment
best practices. This iterative process resulted in three primary assessment instruments: a rubric for
face-to-face professional meetings, a rubric for professional phone calls, and a portfolio assessment
rubric, all of which are available upon request. Each rubric employs a four-point performance scale
(Exemplary, Proficient, Developing, Needs Help) with detailed behavioral descriptors and concrete
examples to minimize evaluator subjectivity. By grounding rubric criteria in both academic learning
objectives and employer expectations, we created assessment tools that measure not only skill acqui-
sition but also career readiness.

EVALUATOR TRAINING AND CALIBRATION

To ensure consistent and reliable assessment across multiple evaluators, we implemented a compre-
hensive training and calibration protocol before conducting student assessments. All faculty serving
as evaluators participated in a two-hour calibration session, during which they reviewed rubric crite-
ria, discussed performance-level distinctions, and independently scored sample assessment videos be-
fore comparing their results. This process enabled us to find potential scoring discrepancies and clar-
ify ambiguous criteria through group discussion. We established an inter-rater reliability target of
85% agreement on pass/ fail decisions, with plans to double-score the first several assessments to
verify the effectiveness of calibration. Throughout the assessment period, evaluators had access to a
quick-reference scoring guide and could consult with the program manager about borderline cases.
For students scoring just below the passing threshold (14 points out of 20 on capstone assessments),
we built in a reassessment opportunity following targeted coaching, ensuring students had a fair op-
portunity to demonstrate competence while maintaining assessment rigor. This systematic approach
to evaluator preparation and support promotes both fairness to students and credibility of the cre-
dential in the eyes of employers.

INITIAL IMPLEMENTATION OBSERVATIONS

Although the credential pilot program has only just begun and the first set of learning assessments is
still pending, we have already gained valuable insights from our implementation, which we have orga-
nized into a checklist in the Appendix. These lessons pertain to implementation challenges, the de-
mand for soft-skills certifications, and the assessment of future directions for improvement.
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Higher education has faced increased funding challenges, leading to the elimination of programs that
do not demonstrate clear value. This trend has heightened the need to justify innovative programs
and expenditures, making administrative buy-in or external funding a primary challenge. To begin the
program, the priority was to align with both the college’s strategic plans and the local workforce’s re-
quirements. The college aims to expand the use of technology, increase micro-credentialing, and pro-
vide students with experiential learning opportunities to enhance career readiness. Both locally and
nationally, there is a recognized need to improve students’ communication skills for workforce suc-
cess. Once the certification was customized to address workforce needs, ACHE contributed external
funding, and administrators from both colleges and universities expressed their support. Experiential
learning often requires more faculty time than traditional methods, as effective communication skills
require practice across varied situations. Presentations and projects demand significant instructor
time to provide personalized feedback, a challenge compounded by larger class sizes and the shift to
asynchronous online learning. Implementing technology that automates feedback for less-structured
assignments, such as presentations, enables students to gain virtual experiences that would otherwise
require instructor involvement. This approach supports the adoption of micro-credentials and helps
offset resource demands by reducing faculty and staff workloads. However, securing buy-in from all
stakeholders requires first showing clear demand.

The demand for communication skills is well established; however, questions remain about the effec-
tiveness of current educational methods in meeting this need. Recent surveys indicate that organiza-
tions are more likely to terminate new hires for soft-skill deficiencies than for technical knowledge
(Intelligent.com, 2024). Additionally, organizations have become more hesitant to hire recent gradu-
ates for similar reasons, including the declining perceived value of certain degrees (Clark et al., 2025).
Feedback from the advisory board corroborates these findings, underscoring the necessity for certifi-
cations and assessments that evaluate durable skills, such as communication, rather than focusing
solely on technical competencies. Another consideration is whether students perceive value in the
certification. Evidence suggests that students appreciate virtual feedback (Abdelfattah et al., 2020).
During the pilot study, certification was optional and added about an hour of work each week. Even
so, 28 of the 69 students signed up and agreed to take on the extra workload. This suggests strong
initial demand for the certification. The following section addresses challenges and areas for future
improvement.

One constraint we still need to address is that our implementation requires additional time for assess-
ment and certification administration. As currently directed, each group of 30 students will require
approximately 20 hours of added faculty time to assess communication. To address this, several fac-
ulty members have volunteered to assist the instructor. There may be better evaluation strategies,
such as recruiting professionals to conduct assessments or aligning assessments with other university
development opportunities, such as mock interviews or development conferences that help students
network with professionals. Additionally, the communication certificate requires completion of the
communications course, which covers topics including written communication and presentation vis-
ualization. However, the added practice is strict for live presentations; more training and evaluation
may be needed to ensure that other aspects of communication are addressed and to meet standards
above regular course requirements. There have been other requirements for administering access and
maintaining the VR equipment, which graduate assistants have primarily managed. Currently, our
first cohort is working through the course, and we hope to gather more information on the chal-
lenges and participant feedback.

CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT AND VALIDATION

Assessment tools ate only as good as the data they generate; therefore, they must evolve. To that end,
we have built a rigorous improvement cycle into this program. Once the Spring 2026 pilot concludes,
we will dive into the data to see where our rubrics are hitting the mark and where they are failing.
This involves checking for scoring anomalies, such as floor or ceiling effects, and weighing students’
perceptions of fairness against direct feedback from employers who will eventually hire them.
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We are not merely seeking internal consistency; we are seeking external validity. If the rubric is un-
clear to an evaluator or misaligned with what students can achieve, we will fix it during the Summer
2026 revision window. Furthermore, we intend to follow up with our graduates for six months to as-
sess whether this certificate affects hiring and promotion decisions. By integrating annual reviews
that account for new workplace trends and professional frameworks, we ensure these tools stay rele-
vant. This is not just about technical rigor; it is about staying accountable to our students, our fun-
ders, and our partners, who need this credential to serve as a reliable sign of competence.

GLOBAL IMPLEMENTATION CONSIDERATIONS

The pedagogical framework described in this paper is intentionally technology-agnostic. While the
pilot program employed Meta Quest 3 headsets and the VirtualSpeech platform, institutions with
limited budgets or infrastructure constraints can adapt to the core approach using lower-cost alterna-
tives. Smartphone-based VR viewers paired with mobile speech-training applications offer a lower
entry cost while preserving the immersive practice dimension. Many free or freemium Al speech
tools, including Microsoft’s Speaker Coach (available in PowerPoint and previously in Teams) and
standalone apps such as Speeko and Orai, offer Al-powered feedback features similar to those in this
program (Cherner et al., 2023). The essential design principle is deliberate practice in a low-stakes,
teedback-rich environment; the specific hardware and software serve as delivery mechanisms rather
than the intervention itself.

This distinction carries practical urgency given the current trajectory of the consumer VR market.
Meta’s announced decision to migrate Horizon Worlds away from Quest headsets and its later partial
reversal in response to user backlash illustrate the platform volatility that institutions must consider
when building programs around immersive technology (Meta Platforms, 2026). Reality Labs, Meta’s
VR division, has incurred substantial cumulative operating losses since 2020 as the company increas-
ingly redirects capital toward Al infrastructure. Notably, VirtualSpeech operates as a standalone ap-
plication and is not subject to those platform-specific risks; however, practitioners would be prudent
to evaluate any vendor’s financial stability and development roadmap before committing to a multi-
year programmatic dependency. Designing the certificate program around competency outcomes ra-
ther than specific tools positions institutions to substitute equivalent technologies as the market
evolves, protecting both the pedagogical investment and the credential’s long-term credibility. In our
program, the scenarios are primarily set in a typical Western culture context and may need to be
adapted for broader global implementation.

CONCLUSION

Although the Professional Communication Excellence Certificate is in the preliminary stages of im-
plementation, the process has already yielded valuable lessons for institutions considering similar pro-
grams. The voluntary enrollment of 28 out of 69 eligible students suggests meaningful demand for
training in durable skills improvements, even when participation requires a substantial time commit-
ment beyond regular coursework. Embedding the certificate within an existing communications
course proved effective for reaching motivated students without creating a separate enrollment bar-
rier. The program also aligns with organizational goals, institutional strategic plans, and advisory
board priorities, all of which were essential to securing administrative support and external funding.

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the pilot has not yet produced outcome data; the
first cohort’s assessments are still pending, so we cannot yet evaluate whether the program improves
communication competence or reduces communication apprehension. Second, the program was de-
veloped and tested at a single institution with a relatively small cohort, limiting the generalizability of
the implementation observations. Third, the 20 hours of faculty time required per 30 students repre-
sents a resource constraint that may not be scaled without structural changes, such as integrating as-
sessments into existing university events or recruiting external evaluators. Finally, the VR scenarios
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are currently grounded in Western professional norms, and adaptation would be necessary for institu-
tions serving culturally diverse student populations.

Future research should pursue several directions. First, the Spring 2026 pilot data should be analyzed
to evaluate pre- and post-assessment changes in communication apprehension and to examine inter-
rater reliability across evaluators. Second, longitudinal tracking of certificate holders’ employment
outcomes would help establish whether the credential provides measurable career benefits. Third,
comparative studies examining different technology configurations, such as smartphone-based VR
versus dedicated headsets, or alternative Al feedback platforms, would help identify the minimum
viable technology investment for effective programs. Finally, as institutions adapt this model, cross-
institutional studies could strengthen the evidence base for VR- and Al-enhanced communication
training and inform best practices for program design at scale.
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APPENDIX: CERTIFICATE PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT
CHECKLIST

The following checklist is intended to guide educators and administrators through the key implemen-
tation decisions involved in developing a VR- and Al-enhanced certificate program, such as the Pro-
fessional Communication Excellence Certificate described in this paper. Steps are presented in ap-
proximate chronological order; however, several activities (e.g., rubric development and IRB ap-
proval) should proceed concurrently.

Step Action Notes to consider
Secure We pitched this as a three-for-one: it supports the college’s strategic
Administrative push toward technology and micro-credentials; it provides us with
, |Buy-In measurable assurance-of-learning data for AACSB; and it opens
grant opportunities. Have those numbers ready before you walk
into the dean’s office. We also learned that getting a written
endorsement early matters; it gave us leverage when negotiating the
VR purchase and the VirtualSpeech contract.
Engage the Advisory Bring adyisory bo_ard members_into rubric conversations befoFe
2 |Board Early in you finalize anyth}ng. Our Adv?sory Board ﬂa.gged competencies
Rubric Development [V Wou.ld have missed: professional phone etiquette, for instance,
was a bigger deal to employers than we expected. An added benefit:
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Step

Action

Notes to consider

board members who helped shape the rubrics became advocates
for the program and offered to patticipate as evaluators.

Evaluate VR
Hardware Options

We went with the Meta Quest 3 because it is standalone (no PC
tethering, less I'T overhead) and priced reasonably enough to buy a
small fleet. Think about the total cost of ownership: replacement
parts, sanitization wipes between users, and a locked storage cabi-
net. We started with six headsets for our pilot and would recom-
mend the same — commit to a larger purchase only after you have
confirmed the platform works for your course.

Select and Vet the
VR Training
Platform

We compared several platforms and chose VirtualSpeech because it
offered Al feedback on both speech delivery and nonverbal cues,
had a scenatio library that covered most of our needs, and provided
an admin dashboard for tracking student progress. Ask for a trial
license before committing; test the UX yourself. Consider whether
custom scenarios are needed and can be built or provided.

Establish Inter-Rater
Reliability Before
Assessments Begin

Before any live scoring, bring all faculty evaluators together to score
the same sample videos, then compare results independently. We
targeted a Cohen’s kappa of at least 0.70. Document the calibration
process for accreditation and grant reporting purposes. Recalibrate
as needed.

Design the
Credentialing and
Badge Infrastructure

Our university already had a Credly account, which simplified
things a great deal. You will need to define what the badge certifies
(competency statements, evidence requirements, and issuing
criteria). Check with IT and the registrar to confirm that badge
issuance does not conflict with existing transcripts or certification
policies. We tracked participants’ progress using a report from
VirtualSpeech in an Excel workbook that also included fields for
the live assessment to support prompt badge issuance and grant
reporting.

Plan for 20 Hours of
Faculty Time per 30
Students

We initially planned for 10 hours, but the graduate assistants were
not always available to observe students using the VR headsets (a
concern that some students might become disoriented when using
VR). Calibrating assessments for live student activities, recording
data, and providing students with progress updates. In this pilot
study, we were all able to help the primary instructor. In the long
run, not all faculty will appreciate or be able to bear the additional
time requirement. Identify opportunities for compensation (in time
or money) that the administration is willing to offer the instructor.

Communicate the
12-to 15-hour student
time commitment

Be transparent with students about the effort required to earn the
certificate. Students should expect 12—15 hours of work outside of
regular coursework, including VR practice sessions, module
completion, recorded assessment submissions, and reflection
activities. Being upfront about the time commitment may increase
program completion. Offer the certificate as an opt-in opportunity
within an existing course to reach motivated students.
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Step

Action

Notes to consider

Build Assessment
and Data Collection

Protocols

We used the Personal Report on Public Speaking Anxiety (PRPSA)
scale for our pre- and post-assessment. If you plan to use the
results in a published article, work on getting IRB approval early.
We used self-generated participant ID codes to link pre- and post-
survey data without compromising anonymity. Collect VR platform
analytics (pacing, filler words, eye contact) alongside rubric scores
to triangulate learning outcomes. Archive all data in formats
compatible with grant reporting requirements.

10

Pilot, Evaluate, and

Iterate

Start small. Launch with a small initial cohort before scaling.
Headset logistics can be overwhelming unless you have someone to
manage them for you. Collect participant feedback at the midpoint
and at the end of the semester. Analyze completion rates, badge
attainment, and pre- and post-assessment results. Document
lessons learned, including VR hardware issues, platform gaps, and
scheduling issues. Use findings to refine the program before the
next cohort. Share results through conference presentations or
peer-reviewed publications to build the evidence base for the field.

Note: Faculty time estimates assume a cohort of 30 participants embedded in an existing undergraduate business communication
conrse. Student efforts reflect required activities beyond normal conrsework. Both estimates should be recalibrated for significantly
larger or smaller coborts.
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