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Outline

Management educators have long been exhorted to design educational experiences for their management students to assist them to understand both their role in handling complexity in their workplace and the considerable influence they can exercise as a social group (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992).  Reed and Anthony (1992, p.601) argue that higher education must extend from a narrow vocational basis into enhancing and developing students as managers who understand the social, moral, political, and ideological ingredients of managerial work.  As in other discussions of quality learning, management educators are being encouraged to adopt a student-centred educational experience in which the student moves from passively memorising and relating information to high levels of active engagement in which students generate, reflect upon, and theorise about, their learning (Biggs 1999).  Such a student-centred environment requires teachers and students to engage in discussion, analysis, and reflection of their separate conceptual knowledge through experiential exercises constructed by the teachers that allow student to actively participate and use their experiential knowledge (Laurillard, 1984).  Reflective practice involves examining beliefs, and understanding the effect beliefs can have in driving action.  Schon (1987) defines reflection-in-action as the responses that skilful practitioners bring to their practice.  This includes linking action to understanding and framing situations encountered in daily experiences.  Reflection-in-action can take the form of problem solving, theory building, or re-appreciation of the situation (Schon, 1985).  Reflection is a complex activity that requires practitioners to identify discrepancies between beliefs and actions in order to help to identify how to bring beliefs and actions more closely together.  

The Information Age has reintroduced knowledge as the fundamental element of business success in an era that, it is claimed, is ‘the ultimate step in the transformation of knowledge’ (Allee, 1997, p.6).  This is supported by Castell’s (1996) claim that knowledge is the source of productivity.  Allee summarises the extent of change in thinking required in a table reproduced in as Table 1.  The new thinking she outlines requires not only a change in the underlying scientific foundation from Newtonian to quantum physics, but also a new organisational structure that is constantly emerging and treats growth as organic and chaotic rather than linear and managed.  To maintain this change, she argues, there is need for a new definition of management as insightful and participative rather than controlled and predictable, with workers encouraged into multi-faceted roles rather than specialised and segmented tasks, and always learning.

Table1: Traditional Thinking to New Thinking

	Assumption
	Traditional Thinking
	New Thinking

	Scientific foundation
	Newtonian physics 
	quantum physics

	Time is 
	Monochronic (one thing at time)
	polychronic (many things at once)

	we understand by 
	Dissecting into parts 
	seeing in terms of whole

	Information is 
	Ultimately knowable
	infinite and unbounded

	Growth is
	Linear and managed
	organic and chaotic

	Management meaning
	Control and predictability
	insightful and participative

	Workers are
	Specialised and segmented
	multi-faceted and always learning

	Motivation is from
	External forces and influences
	intrinsic creativity

	Knowledge is
	Individual
	collective

	Organisation is
	By design
	emergent

	life thrives on
	Competition 
	operation

	Change is
	Something to worry about
	all there is


Given the extent of change required, it is evident that quality in higher education for managers will be judged on the basis of the degree to which the process has transformed student thinking to accommodate these new elements.  

The paper will explore the quality of the student experience in a postgraduate higher education programme aimed at assisting practitioners to become knowledge managers by providing a quality assessment of the introductory course in Leadership and Management skills in an MBA at a major Australian university.  The School of Management at RMIT offers an MBA programme that aims, through Collaborative Learning Networks (CLN’s) or high performance teams, and the development of a personal profile and action plan to be applied in each student’s professional development programme, to transform student managerial practice.  This transformation aims to not only accommodate the new thinking required in an information age by having managers reflect upon their own practice, but also to develop managers able to encourage knowledge development of, and sharing between, employees they manage.  Additionally, students are encouraged to enhance their understanding of cross-cultural issues to enable them to operate in globally networked organisations that characterise the information age.  Students enter the programme as mature aged students, with an undergraduate degree, who are employed as professionals and managers in organisations in Australia and overseas.  The introductory course on Management and Leadership Skills is exploited as a learning platform for the entire MBA, while it also creates a safety net process for the return to study learner.  The course is designed to develop student critical analytical and problem solving skills through collaborative and reflective practices.  This fits within Kolb’s (1984, p.38) description of learning as ‘the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience’.  

The case study will be assessed against the question of what is needed to ensure that a quality educational process succeeds in transforming students into knowledge managers required in an information age.  The assessment will be made against the RMIT Selection Criteria for University Teaching Awards used as part of the quality improvement process in the university. 
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