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Abstract 
Hiring managers rank interview performance as one of the most decisive factors for entry-
level selection. Yet spreadsheet courses typically assess competence through submitted Excel 
files rather than oral demonstration. This article describes a 10-minute, dual-interviewer 
technical mock interview integrated into an Excel for Agribusiness course. It was 
implemented during the final week of the semester to prepare students for job interviews. 
Grounded in authentic assessment theory and supported by principles such as situated 
cognition and retrieval practice, the interview aligns with employer-informed learning 
outcomes and a scaffolded instructional roadmap covering PivotTables, data validation, 
XLOOKUP, macros, dashboards, and more. A 60-question prompt bank, four-dimension 
rubric, and implementation timeline are included to enable replication. Implementation 
details address video capture, calibration, accessibility, and strategies to reduce anxiety, 
including a midsession feedback pause. In an era where AI-generated work threatens the 
validity of traditional assessments, this live, performance- based interview restores 
confidence that students can not only use Excel but also explain how they do so. Student 
and recruiter feedback suggests that the experience meaningfully enhances job readiness. 

1. Introduction 
Microsoft Excel remains the dominant spreadsheet application requested in 
business job postings (Rebman et al. 2023), yet conventional assessments such 
as instructor-graded Excel exam files or take-home projects paired with 
presentations seldom verify whether students can explain and apply functions 
in the conversational, time-pressured setting of a job interview. While these 
formats strengthen communication and contextual reasoning, they still rely on 
submitted artifacts and rehearsed explanations that can now be substantially 
supported by generative AI tools, limiting instructors’ ability to verify 
authentic individual competence. This gap poses challenges for students 
entering the job market, where employers value not only technical proficiency 
in areas such as data cleaning, pivot reporting, and dashboard creation but also 
the ability to articulate their decisions and demonstrate spreadsheet knowledge 
in interview settings. 

To address this challenge, we embedded a structured Excel interview into 
a 200-level Excel for Agribusiness elective, typically taken by first- and second-
year students. The course is designed to build both technical and 
communication skills across the semester. The 10-minute interview is co-
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conducted by the instructor and either an undergraduate teaching assistant 
who previously completed the course, a graduate teaching assistant (TA), or an 
industry volunteer. Though conducted in person, the interview incorporates 
hiring-relevant elements such as situational prompts and shared-screen tasks. 
Questions used in the interview were developed from actual agribusiness 
internship experiences, student-reported interview questions from previous 
hiring processes, and direct conversations with industry professionals who hire 
graduates into spreadsheet-intensive roles. The interview includes a mid-
interview feedback pause, allowing for formative correction and anxiety 
reduction, which is uncommon in assessment models. Anchored in 
performance assessment theory and mock-interview literature (Hansen et al. 
2009; Bayley et al. 2024), the structured Excel interview encourages retrieval 
practice and integrates the STAR method (Situation, Task, Action, Result), a 
common interview framework that helps candidates organize concise, example-
based responses, for behavioral questions. Together, these design choices 
reinforce students’ ability to transfer spreadsheet skills into authentic 
workplace contexts. 

In an era of generative AI, performance-based evaluations like this 
interview offer a tangible way for students to demonstrate their skills in their 
own voice. By requiring real-time explanation and task execution, the interview 
addresses employer concerns about the authenticity of coursework. The 
objective of this article is to describe and evaluate a live, performance-based 
Excel interview designed to (1) verify students’ authentic technical competence 
in the presence of generative AI tools and (2) develop students’ ability to 
verbally explain spreadsheet decisions under interview-style conditions aligned 
with agribusiness employer expectations. 

2. Literature Review 
This section situates the live Excel interview within research on mock 
interviews, oral and performance-based assessment, authentic assessment, and 
employer expectations for technical communication. 

2.1. Mock Interviews as Pedagogy 
Prior studies demonstrate the pedagogical value of mock interviews in 
reinforcing content mastery, improving professional confidence, and 
cultivating communication skills (Hansen et al. 2009; Harchar 2005). Mock 
interviews are commonly structured as peer-pair exercises or faculty-led 
sessions and are frequently integrated into specific courses or career 
preparation activities (Koenigsfeld et al. 2012). These formats help reduce 
interview anxiety (Marcus et al. 2023), encourage reflective practice (Hudak 
et al. 2019), and promote student self-efficacy (Coll and Lay 2001). However, 
they are typically used in career-preparation or communication-focused 
settings and are seldom embedded into semester-long technical instruction 
with explicit links to industry-informed learning outcomes. By integrating an 
oral exam into a technical spreadsheet course, our model fills that gap while 
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preserving rigorous content coverage. The associated learning 
objectives—which span technical fluency, applied reasoning, and verbal 
explanation—are detailed in Appendix D. 

Unlike most prior models, this approach emphasizes sustained technical 
instruction, targets the agribusiness sector, and incorporates advanced Excel 
tools such as Power Query and Dynamic Arrays. The growing relevance of oral 
evaluation formats is underscored by HR evidence showing that 79 percent of 
hiring professionals rate interview performance as “very important” for entry-
level roles (Mowreader 2024). While our implementation is in-person and 
instructor-led, recent innovations such as Concurrent Video-Based Oral Exams 
(ConVOEs) demonstrate that oral assessments can scale to over 600 students 
while retaining structured rigor (Bayley et al. 2024). Additional research 
affirms the value of oral exams in improving validity, communication, and 
integrity, particularly in online environments (Akimov and Malin 2020). In 
the context of AI-enabled academic dishonesty, voice-verified formats offer a 
renewed and credible approach to ensuring student authorship (Belkin 2023). 

Communication consistently ranks among the most sought-after skills 
for entry-level roles in business analytics, with employers emphasizing both 
written and verbal abilities (Stanton and Stanton 2020). These findings 
highlight the need to embed communication practice directly into technical 
coursework. Beyond simply presenting information, Brink and Costigan 
(2015) argue that professional success often hinges on two-way 
communication, including the ability to listen, adapt, and respond 
thoughtfully in real time. While group discussions can foster general 
conversational skills, individual oral assessments offer a more direct and 
rigorous way to evaluate a student’s mastery of material and their readiness 
to engage in the kind of spontaneous, dialogue-based problem-solving that 
typifies workplace communication. The Excel interview described in this paper 
aims to build exactly that kind of fluency. 

Our design emphasizes the live two-to-one interviews for richer dialogue 
and formative feedback. The Excel interview draws on established theories 
of authentic assessment, which emphasize real-world relevance, performance 
over recall, and context-rich evaluation (Wiggins 1990). It also incorporates 
elements of situated learning theory, in which knowledge is best demonstrated 
within the environment where it will be applied. The interview format 
encourages retrieval practice (Roediger and Butler 2011), reinforcing long-
term retention by requiring students to generate responses under realistic 
conditions. By combining live technical demonstration with verbal 
explanation, the interview captures both procedural fluency and conceptual 
understanding, which are core tenets of meaningful learning. These combined 
strategies promote long-term mastery by bridging theoretical knowledge with 
authentic workplace application. 
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Faculty-run mock interviews improve students’ professional fluency 
(Hansen et al. 2009). These insights align with best practices in educational 
simulation and support the pedagogical rationale for our model. Stanford’s 
Oral Communication Tutor program recommends matching practice 
modality (in-person, phone, Zoom) to anticipated interview format and 
recording sessions for self-critique (Stanford University Oral Communication 
Program 2025). 

While dual-interviewer formats and real-time formative feedback are 
established practices in clinical and professional training, such as the Multiple 
Mini Interview (MMI) model used in medical school admissions, they remain 
largely absent from undergraduate business or technical instruction. Our 
model draws from these adjacent fields and applies their practices to an Excel-
based assessment context, an extension not previously documented in the 
teaching literature. By integrating these innovations into a semester-long 
pedagogical design, we offer a novel contribution that blends proven strategies 
from high-stakes assessment with practical classroom application. 

2.2. Industry Expectations and Course Context 
The acceleration of virtual recruiting has normalized screen-shared, think-
aloud demonstrations during interviews (Belkin 2023). Employers increasingly 
expect candidates not only to possess technical skills but also to demonstrate 
them in real time, often through screen-shared problem solving and verbal 
walkthroughs of Excel tasks. This blend of performance and communication 
is especially relevant in spreadsheet-heavy roles, where the ability to explain 
technical processes clearly is essential. 

This shift is especially relevant in agricultural sectors, where Excel is 
widely used for data analysis, planning, and reporting. In general, hiring 
managers cite Microsoft Excel more than four times as often as Google Sheets 
in job postings (Rebman et al. 2023). Internal feedback from agribusiness 
recruiters and internship supervisors further underscores the importance of 
advanced Excel capabilities, including PivotTables, lookup functions, scenario 
modeling, and dashboard creation. These are not merely “bonus” skills; they 
are often used as differentiators when selecting candidates for internships or 
entry-level roles. As Stanton and Stanton (2020) note, verbal and written 
communication consistently rank among the top five skills sought in analytics 
roles, making it essential that students not only complete Excel tasks but also 
articulate their reasoning and business relevance. In this context, the ability to 
explain Excel-based decisions is becoming just as critical as executing them. 

In response to these evolving expectations, Excel for Agribusiness was 
designed to develop both technical fluency and communication skills. This 
15-week, three-credit course meets twice weekly for 75 minutes and assumes 
no prior Excel experience. Instruction blends brief demonstrations with guided 
in-class exercises and weekly workbook projects modeled on common 
agribusiness workflows. Assessments include three in-class exams and a live 
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Excel interview during the final week. While end-of-term exams and 
presentations highlight finished products, they still rest on submitted files. The 
live interview requires each student to demonstrate and explain their artifacts 
in real time, verifying authentic understanding. 

Each mock interview is co-conducted by two evaluators, usually the 
instructor and either a trained teaching assistant or industry volunteer, to 
strengthen inter-rater reliability and expose students to varied professional 
perspectives. At the 5-minute mark, the interview pauses briefly for formative 
coaching. This feedback is explicitly framed as nonpunitive: no points are 
deducted for initial errors. Instead, the Responsiveness dimension of the rubric 
captures how effectively students incorporate feedback into subsequent 
explanations or task revisions. Students then resume or revise their task, 
implementing instructor suggestions. This midsession feedback loop helps 
reduce anxiety and supports in-the-moment correction, aligning with 
principles of formative assessment and authentic evaluation (Wiggins 1990). 

The course scaffolds from foundational topics such as formulas, 
PivotTables, conditional formatting, and lookup functions to more advanced 
tools like Solver, scenario modeling, and macro automation. Students apply 
these skills in agriculture-specific contexts, including breakeven models, loan 
amortization tools, inventory sheets, and commodity dashboards. Later 
assignments emphasize data visualization and storytelling, with students 
replicating real-world trending graphs from platforms like Twitter or TikTok. 
Recent examples include a choropleth-style map of US soybean yields and a 
comparative bar chart of rare earth mineral outputs using customized Excel 
visuals. These projects reinforce not just technical proficiency but also 
audience-aware communication. 

To prepare for the final live Excel interview, students engage in structured 
peer-practice sessions and review example videos that model both technical 
execution and effective verbal explanation. These activities are scaffolded 
throughout the semester to build applied reasoning, improvisational thinking, 
and verbal fluency, skills that are increasingly prioritized in hiring for data-
intensive roles (Brink and Costigan 2015; Stanton and Stanton 2020). 

By semester’s end, students are expected not only to execute complex 
spreadsheet tasks but to explain their logic and decisions under time 
constraints. This dual emphasis reflects a broader shift in hiring toward real-
time, applied demonstration and communication. Embedding a live, mock 
interview into the curriculum transforms assessment from a static deliverable 
into an interactive professional rehearsal, one that affirms both competence 
and credibility. 
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Table 1. Course Outcomes 

As a result of completing Excel for Agribusiness, students will be able to: 

Outcome Course Outcome 

1 Prepare agribusiness datasets by cleaning, transforming, and merging data using Excel tables, data validation, and 
lookup functions. 

2 Analyze data with analytical tools such as PivotTables, Solver, and scenario functions to evaluate profitability 
and forecast breakeven scenarios. 

3 Automate and secure workflows using macros and workbook protection. 
4 Visualize and report results by designing interactive dashboards (e.g., clustered column, line, combo, and 3D 

maps), creating proper print layouts, and applying dynamic charting techniques. 
5 Articulate technical decisions under timed, mock-interview conditions. 

The Excel interview is directly aligned with course outcomes that progress 
from basic Excel operations to high-level communication and decision-making. 
These outcomes represent the core competencies students must demonstrate, 
including applied problem-solving, technical fluency, and data storytelling 
tailored to agribusiness scenarios. 

Table 1 summarizes these course outcomes, with a complete set of aligned 
learning objectives provided in Appendix D. Appendix A provides a complete 
instructional roadmap of weekly skills and assessments, while Appendix B 
contains the full interview prompt bank.1 

3. Interview Design and Logistics 
The live interview lasts 10 minutes and is conducted by the instructor and 
a teaching assistant, alumnus, or industry guest. A student-facing assignment 
description outlining the purpose, format, expectations, and grading criteria 
for the live Excel interview is provided in Appendix E. It begins with a 
1-minute warm-up, followed by a 3-minute conceptual Q&A, a mid-interview 
feedback pause, a 4-minute screen-shared Excel task, and a final 2-minute 
behavioral STAR (Situation, Task, Action, Result) question. These behavioral 
questions assess soft skills and workplace awareness by asking students to reflect 
on a time they identified an error, collaborated under pressure, or made a 
decision with limited data, scenarios that are common in internships or early-
career roles. 

The mid-interview pause provides students with brief formative feedback 
and allows students to revise part of their answer, helping reduce anxiety and 
encouraging reflection. Interviews may be conducted in-person or via Zoom; 
while recordings are not used for grading, students are encouraged to review 
them to reflect on their technical explanations and communication style. This 
optional review provides a low-stakes opportunity for self-assessment while 
respecting student privacy. 

Appendix D details individual learning objectives mapped to course content; these expand upon the five overarching outcomes summarized in 
Table 1. 

1 
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Interview questions are drawn from a curated 60-item bank developed 
using instructor observations, employer and alumni feedback, and published 
Excel interview compilation. Half of the questions are conceptual, focusing 
on why and when Excel tools are used, while the other half require execution 
of specific skills, such as XLOOKUP, Solver, PivotTables, and data validation. 
The question bank is aligned to course modules and updated each semester to 
maintain relevance. 

Interviews were conducted across three cohorts (2022–Spring 2025). For 
a 30-student group, two 75-minute class periods and approximately 2.5 hours 
of office time were sufficient to complete all interviews. Two logistical issues 
warrant attention: (1) ensuring equitable access for students with limited 
internet connectivity, who may need campus-based options for virtual 
participation; and (2) minimizing interviewer bias through co-scoring and 
post-interview norming discussions. To support equity further, video reviews 
are optional and never used for grading. 

To maintain the integrity of the prompt bank, instructors should rotate 
and refresh items each term. While it’s acceptable to reference course topics 
(e.g., lookup functions, dashboards), avoid sharing exact prompts in advance. 
Appendix B contains the full prompt set, tagged by module and outcome. 

3.1. Implementation Guidelines 
The following guidelines translate the interview model into practical decisions 
about scheduling, staffing, feedback, prompt security, preparation, 
accessibility, and grading. 

3.1.1. Scheduling and Staffing 

3.1.2. Video and Feedback 
Recording and feedback practices should support student reflection without 
making recordings part of the grade. 

• Schedule all interviews within the final week by reserving two 
75-minute class periods plus roughly 2.5 hours of office-hour 
slots for a 30-student cohort. 

• Leverage former students (advanced undergraduates or 
alumni) as trained interviewers alongside the instructor or TA 
to share the load and provide peer perspectives. 

• After the first two interviews, reserve a 10-minute window for 
both raters to compare scores and resolve discrepancies; this 
rapid calibration keeps scoring aligned. 

• As noted earlier, interviews may be recorded (via Zoom or in-
class camera) and shared with students for optional self-review. 
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3.1.3. Question Bank Security 
Prompt security is important because the interview depends on students 
demonstrating transferable skill rather than rehearsing exact answers. 

3.1.4. Preparation and Transparency 
Transparent expectations help students prepare for the format without 
compromising the prompt bank. 

3.1.5. Equity and Accessibility 
Accessibility planning should be incorporated before interviews begin so that 
the format measures Excel understanding rather than unrelated performance 
barriers. 

• A brief mid-interview feedback pause helps students course-
correct in real time and reduces performance anxiety. 

• Rotate and update the 60-item bank each semester. While 
sharing prompts online could enable gaming, live 
demonstration remains essential because students must 
perform tasks and explain reasoning on the spot. 

• Instructors may point students to the syllabus or example 
videos for core concepts (PivotTables, XLOOKUP, etc.) but 
should avoid distributing exact interview prompts in advance. 

• No notes or formula sheets are permitted; this mirrors industry 
interview conditions. 

• Release the final rubric(s) two weeks before interviews so 
students can practice both technical tasks and verbal 
explanations. 

• Provide sample walkthroughs or example responses (without 
revealing actual prompts) to clarify expectations and tie the 
exercise back to course content. 

• Building on earlier equity considerations, proactively arrange 
accommodations such as extended time, alternative input 
devices, and private spaces. 

• Students with high-stakes anxiety, speech-related concerns, or 
non-native English backgrounds may find oral assessments 
especially challenging. To support diverse learners, we provide 
optional peer-practice sessions, example walkthroughs, and 
flexible participation formats (in-person or Zoom). 
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3.1.6. Grading as Meaningful Feedback 
The grading process should provide evidence of mastery while also giving 
students actionable feedback about their technical explanations. 

3.2. Flexibility and Scalability 
While the Excel interview in this course is conducted in person, the format 
is inherently flexible and can be adapted for remote implementation via 
platforms such as Zoom or Microsoft Teams. Screen-sharing preserves the real-
time demonstration and verbal explanation that are central to the assessment’s 
goals. Instructors may also adapt the structure by extending interview length, 
splitting technical and verbal components, or adjusting the balance between 
explanation and execution to align with course constraints and learning 
objectives. 

Rather than layering the live Excel interview on top of existing 
assessments, instructors may substitute it for a traditional end-of-term 
presentation. While project-based presentations can strengthen 
communication skills, they often rely on prepared narratives and allow limited 
opportunity for probing questions within a constrained time window. A 
10-minute live interview requires a comparable amount of instructor time per 
student but enables real-time questioning, clarification, and demonstration 
of individual competence. This substitution preserves overall assessment 
workload while increasing confidence that performance reflects students’ own 
technical understanding rather than rehearsed or AI-supported artifacts. 

• Interviewers are also coached to avoid jargon, allow 
clarification pauses, and create a supportive atmosphere. 
Scoring focuses on clarity of explanation, not accent, for non-
native speakers. These practices align with Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL) and ensure the interview reflects students’ 
true understanding, not just their comfort with public 
speaking. 

• This assessment functions as an integrative course project that 
brings together technical execution and verbal explanation 
reinforced through earlier peer-practice sessions, 
walkthroughs, and in-class explanation of Excel workflows. 

• Though grading requires effort comparable to a major report, 
it provides rich insight into each student’s applied competence. 
Co-scoring early interviews can enhance reliability. 

• While students may prepare with AI tools, the live, observed 
format ensures that all creditable performance reflects their 
own skills. 
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For larger enrollments, two scalable variants are especially promising. 
First, alumni or industry volunteers can conduct parallel interviews using a 
calibrated rubric, preserving the richness of live dialogue while distributing 
time demands. Second, Concurrent Video-Based Oral Exams (ConVOEs) 
allow students to record timed responses within a secure LMS, simulating 
interview conditions while substantially reducing synchronous instructor time 
(Bayley et al. 2024). 

These adaptations preserve the core pedagogical goals—authentic 
demonstration, verbal reasoning, and resistance to AI automation—while 
allowing instructors to balance rigor with feasibility across different 
instructional contexts. 

4. Assessment Rubric 
Instructors allocate 10–15 percent of the course grade to the live interview.2 

Weighting between technical (hands-on) and verbal (explanation/
professionalism) components is flexible. For example, instructors may use a 50/
50 split or a heavier emphasis on one dimension, with half-points allowed for 
nuanced scoring. The final rubric(s) (see Appendix C) are shared in advance 
to guide student preparation and practice. Since most courses include few oral 
components, assigning 10–15 percent of the total grade recognizes students 
who excel at verbal articulation without disproportionately affecting overall 
averages. 

5. Findings, Student Outcomes, and Stakeholder Reflections 
Three cohorts of agribusiness majors, each with roughly 30 students (Spring 
2023–Spring 2025; ), completed the 10-minute interview. Two raters 
scored independently using the rubrics in Appendix C; inter-rater agreement 
was  (hands-on) and  (verbal). All students had identical 
prerequisite modules and practice activities. Rubric scores were exported from 
the LMS and analyzed descriptively; no significant semester-to-semester 
differences emerged (one-way ANOVA, ). To assess the effectiveness 
and reception of the Excel-interview assignment, data were gathered under an 
IRB-approved protocol (#28395) over three semesters; the protocol captured 
voluntary student reflections, qualitative comments from employer/
interviewer partners, and anonymized grade averages across cohorts. Video 
recording was voluntary, and 87 percent of students opted in. Most students 
successfully completed the hands-on Excel task within the allotted time, with 
minor errors more common than noncompletion. This outcome is consistent 
with rubric distributions showing slightly lower scores in error handling than 
in technical accuracy. 

Optional remediation: Instructors who prefer a mastery threshold may schedule a brief re-interview for students scoring below a predetermined 
cut-score (e.g., 60 percent overall). 

2 
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Table 2. Rubric A: hands-on technical demonstration of student performance (N = 90) 

Rubric Dimension 
5 

Outstanding (%) 
4 

Strong (%) 
3 

Growing (%) 
2 

Early (%) 
1 

Beginning (%) 

Technical accuracy 40 30 20 7 3 
Efficiency 35 30 25 7 3 
Workflow 38 28 22 8 4 
Error handling 30 30 25 10 5 

Notes: Percentages are based on 90 students across three semesters. 

Student feedback was overwhelmingly positive. Although many noted 
that while the interview initially felt “nerve-wracking,” the mid-interview 
feedback pause helped them reset and respond more confidently. Several 
described the experience as more job-relevant than any previous academic test. 
One student wrote, “The interview forced me to really learn why I use these 
functions. I didn’t just memorize, I understood it.” Another commented, “It 
was practical and relevant. It directly prepared me for an actual job interview.” 
Others appreciated peer-practice sessions, which helped surface and address 
knowledge gaps. The option to review performance afterward was also 
impactful. One student shared, “Seeing myself on video afterward was 
uncomfortable but incredibly helpful. I could see every hesitation and know 
exactly where I needed improvement.” Many described the interview as the 
most valuable assignment of the course, especially because it “connected 
everything we learned directly to what employers actually ask.” 

Industry partners echoed these sentiments. Employers who helped 
interview students observed strong confidence and clarity in technical 
explanations. A regional recruiter noted, “Students in the Excel interview were 
notably stronger in explaining why Excel skills matter, and they offered clear, 
concrete examples of how they would use Excel to solve real-world business 
problems.” A farm supply manager added, “These students didn’t just know 
Excel. They knew how to communicate it.” Others praised students’ ability 
to explain functions like XLOOKUP and Solver in context. One HR partner 
stated, “The students who participated in the mock interviews would stand out 
immediately during any internship recruitment.” 

From an instructional standpoint, the interviews were manageable and 
efficient, requiring approximately 10 minutes per student, including setup and 
rubric completion. Quantitative analysis of rubric data revealed high levels of 
performance. Tables 2 and 3 display the distribution of scores across eight 
criteria, with most students rated as “Outstanding” or “Strong.” The highest 
scores were in Technical Accuracy (70 percent) and Conceptual Clarity (65 
percent), while Responsiveness and Error Handling trailed slightly, 
highlighting areas for additional scaffolding. 

Despite its strengths, the live interview model requires thoughtful 
planning, instructor training, time allocation, and rater calibration. Even with 
a shared rubric, differences in demeanor or follow-up questions may influence 
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Table 3. Rubric B: verbal/professional fluency distribution of student performance (N = 90) 

Rubric Dimension 
5 

Outstanding (%) 
4 

Strong (%) 
3 

Growing (%) 
2 

Early (%) 
1 

Beginning (%) 

Conceptual clarity 35 30 20 10 5 
Communication skills 33 30 22 10 5 
Professional presence 32 31 23 9 5 
Responsiveness 28 30 25 12 5 

Notes: Percentages are based on 90 students across three semesters. 

responses. Scaling with asynchronous oral formats introduces trade-offs, such 
as reduced interaction and delayed feedback, but may serve as a viable 
alternative when paired with peer or alumni co-raters. Because this evaluation 
lacked a control group and longitudinal follow-up, its findings should be 
considered preliminary, and future research should adopt pre-/post-test or 
quasi-experimental designs to isolate learning gains and assess longer-term 
impacts. 

A key strength of this model is its resilience against AI-enabled academic 
dishonesty. As generative tools like ChatGPT increasingly mimic student 
outputs, traditional file-based assessments lose credibility. The live Excel 
interview restores that credibility by placing students in a timed, face-to-face 
setting where they must reason aloud, build formulas, and troubleshoot under 
observation. These time constraints surface not only technical fluency but also 
real-time judgment, adaptability, and communication: competencies that static 
submissions can easily conceal. 

The interview serves as a transparent capstone: It confirms authorship; 
integrates technical and communicative competence; and demonstrates to 
students, instructors, and employers that learning outcomes have been 
authentically met. More broadly, it illustrates that scalable, human-centered 
alternatives to high-surveillance assessment are both feasible and effective when 
tightly aligned with course objectives and industry needs. 

6. Discussion 
This project confirms that a live, oral Excel assessment can be integrated 
effectively into an applied, technical course and still align with employer 
expectations. Unlike traditional mock interviews that focus mainly on 
communication, this format blends on-screen problem-solving, behavioral 
reflection, and authentic workplace tasks in a time-efficient structure, 
culminating in a comprehensive assessment of students’ technical fluency and 
professional reasoning. 

Rubric data indicate strong gains in conceptual clarity and 
communication. Lower scores in error handling and responsiveness suggest 
adding earlier, low-stakes opportunities for students to practice real-time 
troubleshooting (see Tables 2 and 3). 
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Importantly, the interview also addresses rising challenges in academic 
integrity. As generative AI continues to erode confidence in traditional take-
home assignments, instructors need scalable ways to verify student competence 
without turning to high-surveillance solutions. Recent scholarship 
recommends oral, performance-based tasks as a primary defense against AI-
generated work (Mahmud 2024). The encouraging student and employer 
feedback reported here supports Wiggins’s concept of authentic assessment by 
replicating workplace conditions. It also applies situated-cognition principles 
by embedding problem-solving in an agribusiness context and reinforces 
retrieval-practice theory through timed, verbalized explanations of spreadsheet 
tasks. Together, these findings show that high-touch, live assessment remains 
viable in technical courses and may be especially valuable in fields where 
demonstrated skill and professional fluency shape employability. 

Faculty also benefit: Co-scoring and calibration sessions build TA 
expertise and spark richer dialogue about logic and professional 
communication, areas often underemphasized in spreadsheet courses. 
Although the current model is implemented in a single course, its structure is 
transferable across other technical disciplines. 

Several implementation limitations warrant consideration. Live 
interviews require advance scheduling, interviewer training, and periodic 
calibration to maintain scoring consistency. Although the mid-interview 
feedback pause reduces anxiety for many students, oral assessments may still 
pose challenges for students with high-stakes performance anxiety or limited 
prior interview exposure. Scalable variants such as asynchronous recordings or 
distributed alumni interviewers introduce trade-offs, including reduced real-
time dialogue or delayed feedback. These constraints underscore the 
importance of aligning interview format with course goals, enrollment size, and 
available instructional support. 

Future research should examine whether completing the interview 
correlates with longer-term skill retention, improved internship performance, 
or increased confidence in job interviews. Research could also test scalable 
variants (e.g., ConVOEs or parallel alumni panels) and adapt discipline-specific 
prompt banks in fields such as finance, marketing, or data science. Models 
that combine rigor, relevance, and human-centered performance will be vital as 
higher-education assessment evolves in the AI era. 

7. Conclusion 
The integration of a 10-minute live Excel interview in a spreadsheet course 
tackles two urgent challenges: equipping students for job interviews and 
safeguarding assessment integrity in the AI era. Rather than relying solely 
on file submissions, this performance-based assignment creates a structured 
opportunity for students to apply technical skills and explain their decision-
making process. These are abilities that employers consistently value but rarely 
see assessed in coursework (Stanton and Stanton 2020). 
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Because it mirrors real workplace demands and was co-designed with 
industry input, the interview strengthens both technical mastery and 
communication. It helps restore trust in the learning process by ensuring that 
students rather than AI tools are the ones actively demonstrating competence 
(Belkin 2023; Cotton et al. 2024). Students report greater interview 
confidence, while employers note sharper clarity and poise. The accompanying 
prompt bank, rubric, and implementation guide give instructors a flexible 
template; accommodations (captioning, extended time, alternative input) and 
scalable variants are readily integrated under the same scoring framework. 

As higher education adapts to generative AI, performance-based tasks 
that prioritize student voice and real-time reasoning will be essential. The Excel 
live interview requires live articulation under time limits, resists automation, 
deepens learning, and reaffirms the degree as a credible signal of workplace-
ready competence. Taken together, this approach shifts spreadsheet instruction 
from rote file production to authentic performance, showing that even in an 
AI-saturated landscape, human expertise should remain central to assessment. 
Findings from three successive agribusiness cohorts indicate that the live Excel 
interview is both feasible and impactful; future studies can test how well the 
model generalizes to additional agribusiness courses and related technical 
disciplines. 
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Appendix 
Appendix A 

Table A1. Week-by-week roadmap, skills, and assessments 

Week and Module Key Excel and Analytics Skills Artifact/Assessment 

Week 1: Unit 1 - 
Excel Fundamentals 

Workbook navigation, data entry, AutoFill, basic formulas, absolute 
references (F4), Cell Styles, column chart, Sparklines, page setup, and 
descriptive statistics 

Quick-check quiz (10 
items), classwork files, 
homework 

Week 2: Unit 2 - 
Tables and Multi-
Sheet Skills 

IF, COUNTIF, SUMIF, Flash Fill, Excel Table creation, Sort and 
Filter, Freeze/Split Panes, grouped sheets, and Conditional Formatting 

Lab 1: QC log (IF + 
COUNTIF), 
classwork 

Week 3: Unit 3 - 
Charts and Goal 
Seek 

3-D Pie, scatter plot, line chart, Goal Seek, custom number formats, 
and Histogram (Analysis ToolPak) 

Classwork, mini-
report: "Commodity 
Trends" 

Week 4: Mini-
Module A - Power 
Query 

Get & Transform, combining CSVs, cleaning data, refreshing queries, 
and loading results to a table 

Classwork, Power 
Query worksheet 
submission, project 

Week 5: Unit 4 - 
Financial and 
Lookup Functions 

PMT, Data Table, IFERROR, VLOOKUP, XLOOKUP, XMATCH, 
Name Manager, Data Validation lists, and Inquire add-in tracing 

Classwork, Lab 2: 
loan vs. lease case 

Week 6: Unit 5 - 
Advanced Filters and 
Subtotals 

Go To Special, custom sort lists, Advanced Filter extracts, Subtotal, 
outlines, and custom Table Styles 

Midterm practical 

Week 7: Mini-
Module B - Power 
Pivot and DAX 

Data Model creation, relationships, DAX (SUMX, CALCULATE), 
and KPIs 

Classwork, data-
model assignment 

Week 8: Unit 7 - 
PivotTables, 
PivotCharts, and 
Maps 

PivotTable design, slicers, PivotCharts, 3-D/2-D maps, Waterfall 
charts, Treemaps, and Map3D 

Classwork, graded 
Pivot report 

Week 9: Mini-
Module C - 
Dynamic Arrays 

FILTER, SORT, UNIQUE, SEQUENCE, spill-error diagnostics, and 
IFERROR 

Classwork, 10-point 
take-home challenge 

Week 10: Unit 8 - 
What-If Analysis 
and Forecasting 

Scenario Manager, Solver, Moving Average (Data Analysis), and dual-
axis charts 

Classwork, Solver case 
study 

Week 11: Mini-
Module D - 
Dashboards 

Slicer-driven dashboards, timeline filters, and Spin Buttons Classwork, project 

Week 12: Unit 9 - 
Macros and 
Protection 

Recorded macros, VBA edits, assigned buttons, worksheet protection, 
and unlocked cells 

Macro task, classwork 

Week 13: Overflow Additional time to revisit 3-D Maps, Histograms, and advanced chart 
customizations 

Classwork, 
cumulative skills 
project 

Week 14: Review 
and Prep 

Mock-pair interviews and rubric walkthrough Mock-pair rehearsal, 
Q&A, or review 
worksheet 

Week 15: Excel 
Mock Interviews 

Live 10-minute dual-interviewer sessions Interview rubric 
scores 

Appendix B: Interview Question Banks 
In each 10-minute interview, students receive conceptual and hands-on 
prompts randomly drawn from the bank below. Items are refreshed each term. 
(60 items ‑‑ 30 conceptual 30 hands‑on; the bank is rotated each semester so 
any 6 concept + 4 hands‑on appear in a given 10‑minute slot) 

Table B1. Conceptual/verbal questions 

Question Skill/Outcome 

1. Explain absolute vs. relative vs. mixed references and give a farm-budget example. Unit 2 / CO-2 

2. Why would an ag co-op choose XLOOKUP over VLOOKUP when merging patron records? Unit 7 / CO-3 

3. Describe a scenario where Flash Fill beats Text-to-Columns for cleaning pesticide-batch IDs. Unit 2 / CO-1 

4. How does Power Query refresh help an ethanol plant’s weekly corn-bid dashboard? Mini-A / CO-2 
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Question Skill/Outcome 

5. Why would you choose a histogram over a summary table when exploring a continuous variable? 
What distributional insights does it reveal? 

Unit 3 / CO-4 

6. Interpret Goal Seek vs. Solver output in setting break-even cotton price. Units 3 & 8 / 
CO-4, CO-5 

7. Outline steps to protect a workbook so field agents edit only acreage cells. Unit 9 / CO-6 

8. Give an example where a macro improves data integrity on crop-insurance forms. Unit 9 / CO-6 

9. STAR prompt: Tell me about a time you caught a spreadsheet error before it went to a client. Auditing tools / 
CO-7 

10. How would you visualize basis trends across elevators for a non-technical audience? Unit 7 Charts / 
CO-3 

11. Explain how the XMATCH function works and describe a scenario, such as dynamically locating a 
specific crop variety in your yield dataset, where you’d choose XMATCH over traditional MATCH. 

Unit 5 / CO-3 

12. Discuss risks of hard-coding numbers vs. using named ranges in seed-inventory models. Unit 4 / CO-2 

13. What are the advantages and limits of Scenario Manager when evaluating fertilizer plans? Unit 8 / CO-5 

14. Demonstrate how Data Validation prevents entry errors in a spray-record log. Unit 4 / CO-3 

15. Compare 3-D Map to a traditional PivotChart for communicating hog-yield data across states. Unit 7 / CO-3 

16. Why is conditional formatting useful when monitoring pesticide application thresholds? Unit 2 / CO-1 

17. How does the use of named ranges improve auditing and internal controls in Excel? Unit 4 / CO-3 

18. What’s the benefit of using PivotTables over manual filtering in analyzing input costs? Unit 7 / CO-3 

19. Explain when to use SUMIF vs. SUMIFS in analyzing a seed purchase log. Unit 2 / CO-2 

20. How do macros reduce errors in repetitive tasks like farm budgeting templates? Unit 9 / CO-6 

21. Describe when to use Goal Seek vs. Data Table in forecasting breakeven prices. Unit 3 / CO-4 

22. Why might a producer use the PMT function when comparing lease and loan options? Unit 4 / CO-2 

23. How does FILTER help isolate problem rows in a crop-input budget? Mini-C / CO-2 

24. Give an example of how Flash Fill can help standardize field data from paper logs. Unit 2 / CO-1 

25. What risks are introduced by disabling worksheet protection in shared files? Unit 9 / CO-6 

26. Why is Microsoft Excel a valuable tool in a business environment? Give one concrete agribusiness 
example. 

Unit 1 / CO-7 

27. Why is XLOOKUP more reliable than VLOOKUP when dealing with incomplete data? Unit 7 / CO-3 

28. What’s the difference between SEQUENCE and UNIQUE in Dynamic Arrays? Mini-C / CO-2 

29. How does using slicers improve the usability of PivotTable dashboards? Unit 7 / CO-3 

30. STAR prompt: Tell me about a time you had to explain a spreadsheet to someone unfamiliar with 
Excel. 

Communication 
& Explanation / 

CO-7 

31. When preparing a report for printing, why might you prioritize setting print titles (e.g., repeating 
header rows) over simply fitting the sheet to one page? 

Page Setup and 
Printing / CO-9 

Table B2. Hands-On/Screen-Share Tasks 

Hands-On Task Skill/
Outcome 

H1. “Your manager needs the latest soybean cash price pulled into this summary tab.” Run XLOOKUP live. Unit 7 / 
CO-3 

H2. “Using the open USDA CSV, merge region + quarter tables and filter to ‘Southeast’.” Mini-A / 
CO-2 

H3. Create a PivotChart showing average milk yield by state; add a slicer for year. Unit 7 / 
CO-3 

H4. Use FILTER + SORT to list top-5 variable-cost items for Wheat. Mini-C / 
CO-2 

H5. Run Goal Seek so net income = 0 by changing price/lb cell. Unit 3 / 
CO-4 

H6. Record a macro that formats numbers Accounting & fills green. Unit 9 / 
CO-6 

H7. Trace and fix the formula causing #N/A in E14. Unit 4b / 
CO-3 

H8. From Data Model, write a CALCULATE 5-year avg yield measure; add to Pivot. Mini-B / 
CO-4 

H9. Insert Data Validation dropdown of {Corn, Cotton, Soy}. Unit 4b / 
CO-3 

H10. Build a clustered column chart and apply the department color theme. Unit 1 / 
CO-3 

H11. Use SUMIF to total pesticide cost by category. Unit 2 / 
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Hands-On Task Skill/
Outcome 

CO-3 

H12. Use Scenario Manager to compare low/high fertilizer cost impacts. Unit 8 / 
CO-5 

H13. Create a dual-axis chart showing feed costs vs weight gain. Unit 8 / 
CO-3 

H14. Protect sheet so users can only edit yield columns. Unit 9 / 
CO-6 

H15. Use Flash Fill to reformat field IDs from “F2021-A” to “Field A (2021)”. Unit 2 / 
CO-1 

H16. Build a dashboard card that shows total revenue from Pivot data. Mini-D / 
CO-3 

H17. Insert a timeline slicer for filtering budget year. Mini-D / 
CO-3 

H18. Clean and load multiple CSVs into one table using Power Query. Mini-A / 
CO-2 

H19. Create a histogram of crop-yield data using the Analysis ToolPak (set bin ranges, generate chart, and 
interpret the shape). 

Unit 3 / 
CO-7 

H20. Build a bar chart that mimics social-media infographics. Unit 7 / 
CO-3 

H21. Create a PMT function to compare monthly payments on two loans. Unit 4 / 
CO-2 

H22. Use conditional formatting to highlight values above threshold. Unit 2 / 
CO-1 

H23. Create a macro button that clears contents of a log. Unit 9 / 
CO-6 

H24. Add error-handling using IFERROR to a lookup. Unit 4 / 
CO-3 

H25. Use GO TO SPECIAL to find and bold all blank cells. Unit 5 / 
CO-1 

H26. Format chart axis with custom number format (“$0k”). Unit 6 / 
CO-3 

H27. Use UNIQUE + COUNTIF to find the number of unique product types sold. Mini-C / 
CO-2 

H28. Use CUMIPMT to calculate interest paid in years 2–5 of a loan. Unit 4 / 
CO-2 

H29. Create a PivotTable from raw sales data and filter by product. Unit 7 / 
CO-3 

H30. Set up a Data Validation dropdown in cell A2 listing crop names from the ‘Prices’ sheet, then in cell B2 use 
XLOOKUP to pull the corresponding price per unit for the crop selected. 

Unit 7 / 
CO-3 

H31. Set the print area to A1:F200, change orientation to landscape, fit the sheet to one page wide, add the date 
and page numbers in the footer, and configure row 1 as a repeating print title. 

Unit 1 / 
CO-9 

Table C1. Rubric A: hands-on technical task (50% of interview grade) 

Score – 
Level 

Technical 
Accuracy 

(40%) 
Efficiency 

(20%) 
Workflow 

(20%) 
Error Handling 

(20%) 

5 – 
Outstanding 
Mastery 

Flawless 
formulas; no 
errors on first 
try. 

Executes steps in an optimal, 
industry-standard order; 
keyboard shortcuts evident; 
finishes ≈ ≤ 2 min of 4. 

Workbook/data 
organized 
intuitively; clear 
labels, named 
ranges. 

Anticipates and 
corrects injected 
errors instantly, 
explaining the fix. 

4 – Strong 
Performance 

Minor, self-
corrected 
slips; 100 % 
correct end 
result. 

Logical sequence with only small 
pauses; occasional extra clicks; 
completes within allotted time. 

Workbook well 
organized; only 
minor clutter or 
redundant sheets. 

Spots errors quickly 
and repairs without 
prompting. 

3 – Growing 
Proficiency 

Occasional 
error, 
corrected 
after a hint. 

Generally sound sequence; a few 
hesitations or redundancies; 
meets time. 

Organization 
acceptable but 
some messy ranges 
or unclear labels. 

Identifies most 
errors after prompt; 
needs nudge on 
correction. 

2 – Early 
Practice 

Multiple 
errors; needs 
step-by-step 
guidance. 

Disjointed workflow; misses 
obvious shortcuts; exceeds time. 

Layout cluttered; 
logic hard to 
follow. 

Finds some errors 
only after direct 
hint; correction 
requires coaching. 

1 – 
Beginning 
Awareness 

Unable to 
produce 
correct 
formulas even 
with hints. 

Trial-and-error dominates; 
workflow unclear; far over time. 

Disorganized 
workbook; 
difficult to trace 
steps. 

Misses or 
compounds errors; 
cannot repair. 
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Appendix C: Assessment Rubrics 

Table C2. Rubric B: verbal explanation and professionalism (50% of interview grade) 

Score-Level 
Clarity 
(40%) 

Communication 
(30%) 

Presence 
(20%) 

Response 
(10%) 

5 – 
Outstanding 
Mastery 

Insightful explanation; 
seamlessly links why and 
when to real agribusiness 
scenarios, cites concrete 
examples. 

Confident, concise 
delivery; strong 
STAR narrative; no 
filler words; engages 
audience. 

Excellent eye 
contact (or camera 
focus), poised 
posture, 
professional tone 
throughout. 

Actively requests 
and integrates 
coaching mid-
interview; elevates 
answer on the spot. 

4 – Strong 
Performance 

Clear rationale with 
minor depth gaps; 
connects tool choice to 
business context 
accurately. 

Mostly concise; rare 
filler; STAR story 
complete but 
slightly wordy. 

Consistently 
professional; only 
minor posture or 
vocal lapses. 

Accepts feedback 
quickly and adapts 
with minimal 
prompting. 

3 – Growing 
Proficiency 

Covers basics but misses 
one key “why” element or 
edge-case nuance. 

Understandable 
overall; noticeable 
filler words or small 
digressions. 

Good presence; 
occasional nervous 
gestures or off-
camera glances. 

Acknowledges 
feedback; partial 
adjustment but 
limited 
improvement 
shown. 

2 – Early 
Practice 

Gives partial or textbook 
definition; vague link to 
agribusiness use; some 
inaccuracies. 

Mumbles at times; 
disorganized 
thoughts; frequent 
filler; STAR story 
incomplete. 

Presence uneven 
(slouched posture, 
weak eye contact) 
but attempts 
professionalism. 

Accepts feedback 
but struggles to 
adjust; minimal 
change in follow-
up response. 

1 – 
Beginning 
Awareness 

Vague or incorrect 
rationale; cannot connect 
tool to task. 

Disorganized, hard 
to follow; heavy 
filler; off-topic. 

Poor presence; 
distracting 
behaviour 
(fidgeting, camera 
avoidance). 

Ignores or resists 
feedback; no 
observable 
adaptation. 

Appendix D: Learning Objectives 
Upon completion, students can: 

• Enter, clean, and organize agribusiness data using features like 
Tables, Flash Fill, and Conditional Formatting to prepare 
financial and operational datasets (e.g., pesticide application 
logs, field-level yield records). 

• Create loan amortization schedules and capital purchase 
scenarios using formulas such as PMT, IPMT, and 
CUMIPMT to support farm financing decisions. 

• Build and audit farm budgets, inventories, and balance sheets 
using IF, SUMIF, XLOOKUP, Named Ranges, and Data 
Validation rules to ensure reliable recordkeeping and internal 
controls. 

• Conduct breakeven and sensitivity analyses using Goal Seek, 
Solver, and Scenario Manager to evaluate profitability across 
different price, yield, and input cost scenarios. 

• Summarize multi-category sales, costs, and production trends 
using PivotTables, PivotCharts, and slicers to support 
marketing and risk management strategies (e.g., commodity 
dashboards, basis trend tracking). 
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Appendix E: Sample Assignment Description: Live Excel Mock 
Interview 
Purpose of the Assignment 
The Excel Mock Interview is designed to assess your ability to use Excel and 
explain your reasoning in real time, similar to what employers expect during 
internship and entry-level job interviews. While many course assessments focus 
on submitted Excel files, employers often evaluate candidates through live, 
screen-shared demonstrations and verbal explanations. 

This interview gives you structured practice in: 

The goal is not just to show that you can complete Excel tasks, but that 
you can explain why and how you use specific tools. 

Interview Structure (10 Minutes Total) 
Each interview follows the same format: 

• Automate repetitive reporting tasks and secure sensitive 
spreadsheets using macros, buttons, and workbook protection 
tools to streamline workflow and prevent data entry errors. 

• Design and interpret interactive dashboards using a variety of 
chart types, including clustered column, line, combo, and 
histograms, and communicate trends like net income by crop, 
feed conversion ratios, or wholesale pricing spreads to 
nontechnical stakeholders. 

• Present and explain Excel-based agribusiness tools and 
recommendations in a simulated technical job interview, 
demonstrating fluency with Excel functionality, applied 
reasoning, and communication skills relevant to industry roles. 

• Configure and optimize workbook print settings (print area, 
page orientation, scaling, headers/footers, print titles) for 
professional report distribution. 

• Explaining Excel decisions clearly and professionally. 

• Demonstrating Excel skills under time constraints. 

• Connecting technical choices to agribusiness contexts. 

• Building confidence for real job interviews. 

1. Warm-up (≈ 1 minute) 
A brief introductory question to help you become comfortable 
with the interview format. 
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Preparation Guidelines 

2. Conceptual questions (≈ 3 minutes) 
You will explain Excel concepts covered in the course, such 
as when and why certain tools are used, how they apply to 
agribusiness problems, or how you would communicate 
results to a non-technical audience. 

3. Mid-interview feedback pause (≈ 30 seconds) 
The interviewer may briefly pause to offer guidance or 
clarification. 

4. Hands-on Excel task (≈ 4 minutes) 
You will complete a short Excel task using screen sharing (e.g., a 
lookup, PivotTable, chart, data validation, or similar skill from 
class). You may be asked to explain your steps as you work. 

5. Behavioral/reflection question (≈ 2 minutes) 
You will respond to a workplace-style question using the 
STAR method (Situation, Task, Action, Result), such as 
describing how you handled an error, worked under pressure, 
or explained a spreadsheet to someone unfamiliar with Excel. 

a. This feedback is non-punitive. 

b. No points are deducted for initial mistakes. 

c. Your ability to incorporate feedback is part of the 
evaluation. 

• No notes, formula sheets, or external resources are permitted 
during the interview, reflecting real interview conditions. 

• Exact interview prompts are not shared in advance. All 
questions are drawn directly from course material. 

• The interview rubric will be released at least two weeks in 
advance so you know how your responses will be evaluated. 

• You are encouraged to: 

◦ Review prior assignments and feedback. 

◦ Practice explaining Excel steps aloud. 

◦ Participate in peer-practice sessions that focus on 
explanation and workflow rather than specific interview 
questions. 
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Recording and Review 
Interviews may be recorded (via Zoom or in-class capture) and shared with you 
for optional self-review. 

Grading Criteria 
The interview is evaluated using two rubrics: 

Strong performance demonstrates both correct execution and clear 
explanation of decision-making. 

Accessibility and Support 
Students who require accommodations (e.g., extended time, alternative input 
devices, private interview space) should contact the instructor in advance. 

Why This Assignment Matters 
Many employers now ask candidates to demonstrate Excel skills live during 
interviews. This mock interview provides a low-stakes, supportive 
environment to practice that experience, helping you translate coursework into 
workplace-ready skills. 

• Recordings are not used for grading. 

• Reviewing your interview can help you identify strengths and 
areas for improvement before real job interviews. 

1. Hands-On Technical Performance (50%) 

2. Verbal Explanation and Professionalism (50%) 

◦ Technical accuracy 

◦ Efficiency and workflow 

◦ Organization and structure 

◦ Error identification and correction 

◦ Conceptual clarity 

◦ Communication and organization of ideas 

◦ Professional presence 

◦ Responsiveness to feedback 
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