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Abstract:

It has long been recognised that management education requires transforming students from passive learners to active, reflective practitioner/learners able to cope with the complexities of their role.  This need has increased as knowledge becomes the source of productivity in the information era.  Effective knowledge managers need to both understand and be able to lead employees to a new way of thinking.  This has implications for how the quality of the educational experience is viewed.  This paper presents a case study of a postgraduate management/leadership course which students enter as strangers and emerge as peer-learners able to reflect on their own management practice and lead as knowledge managers.  

Introduction:

Management educators have long been exhorted to design educational experiences for their management students to assist them to understand their role in handling complexity in their workplace and the considerable influence they can exercise as a social group (Alvesson and Willmott 1992).  Accordingly it is argued 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 Reed and Anthony (1992, p.601).  

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 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.

TABLE 1

Given the extent of change required, it is evident that quality improvement in management education will be judged on the basis of the degree to which student thinking is transformed.  As in other discussions of quality learning, management educators are being encouraged to adopt a student-centred educational experience in which students advance 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).   This is especially important at the post graduate level where practitioner-managers engage in education to extend and broaden their practice.  

Adult learning techniques including group experiences, action learning and reflective practice enable student-managers to engage in such a learning process.  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). 

In order to discuss how management educators can continually improve the quality of this learning experience the next section presents a case study of student experience of a student-centred learning environment in the introductory course for the MBA at a leading Australian university.  This course received a Business Faculty award in 2002 for excellence in student-centred teaching.  

Case Study

The School of Management at RMIT offers an MBA program that aims, through Collaborative Learning Networks (CLN’s) or high performance teams, the use of experiential exercises, and the development of a personal profile and action plan to be applied in each student’s professional development program, 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 program 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 and 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 course is delivered in a number of formats, principally as a four or five-day residential workshop, but can also be flexibly delivered as a series of single day non-residentials for industry specific groups.  Despite the different formats, each mode of delivery is underpinned by a mix of information sharing large group activities, and networking and experiential learning activities in Collaborative Learning Network (CLNs) made up of 5-6 students.  CLN membership is randomly allocated except for international students who are distributed evenly between CLNs to facilitate cross-cultural networking of ideas, experiences and reflections.  

CLNs are formed on the first day of the workshop and all small group activity during the workshop occurs within the CLNs.  Students are also encouraged to stay within their CLNs for meals to encourage social integration and thus maximise the opportunity for the CLNs to undergo the ‘storming, norming and forming’ stages of group dynamics.  The teaching team at the workshops includes a qualified psychologist with experience in cross-cultural issues to assist the group dynamic process.  Based on feedback, quality improvements in recent years have focussed on developing greater integration and networking between local and international students to encourage knowledge sharing about global issues (Jones & Sobiecki 2002).  

Assessment for the course is mainly group work, with an additional individual reflection paper on personal leadership styles.   Students in their CLNs are required to present two ‘innovative and insightful’ presentations during the workshop on various aspects of management/leadership.  Student commitment and interest in the activity is demonstrated by the fact that typically preparation for the activities take up most of two evenings (often into the early morning).  Following the workshop students in their CLN are required to prepare a major written assessment of the management/leadership issues in an organisation in which one of the CLN members is employed.  During preparation for this assessment CLN groups meet with a member of the teaching team as required.  Other, non-assessed experiential and reflective activities, such as asking students to reflect on communication within their organisation and present this in a pictorial form, have been added as particular quality improvements aimed at encouraging reflective practice, have been added in recent years.

The effectiveness of this learning design for the students is demonstrated by comments made by students in focus groups and in answer to questions raised as part of the preparation of a submissions for RMIT Business Teaching Awards 2002 for student centered teaching.  Some of these comments are identified below:

·  “the course is like a positive virus- infiltrating people throughout the organisation” (industry specific student -onshore)
· “I started to read other managers once I realised the various styles.  This allowed me to communicate more with other managers……Instead of demanding that people act like me I understand why they act differently….I have more respect for individual differences and now understand that people start from different views” (industry specific students -onshore)

· “the course made me reflect on, question and challenge, leadership and organisational structure in my own organisation.  I have discussed this with other managers within the organisation.  It has enabled me to understand the critical component of leadership in an organisational change process” (industry specific students -onshore).

· “the theory was bought alive, it provided a sense of relevancy and purpose in the development of a strategic way forward” (industry specific student-offshore)
· “you develop connections and friends from all over the world in executive positions” (city campus student-onshore)
·  “as a result of other teaching experiences I realised the high level of professionalism in all areas of the residential Leadership and Management course” (city campus student – onshore)
· “I would again like to thank you for your help with my first written assignment, I can now give you the good news that I received a credit for the paper, which I thought was a good effort for my first effort in 20 years (industry specific student-onshore)

It was, however, recognised that continuous quality improvement is needed, especially for international students who come from a more teacher-centred educational pedagogy:

· “when a teacher asked ‘are their any questions?’ in class it usually meant the class was finished as no-one was expected to ask a question.  This is different in MBA class when a teacher asks a question it is open and students do ask questions” (city campus student - international).

· “I was surprised (in MG100) when students were giving comments in a large lecture, only local students voiced their comments” (city campus student - international).

· “The start-up workshop was good, BUT it is a big culture shock and hard to adapt  -maybe it needs a little more time before the workshop so that you can familiarise yourself (city campus student - international).
· “I would like to support Chris’s observations.  I thought that the environment that you created was terrific for learning, support and networking.  That’s what the students I spoke with said.  As always, I was really impressed with the style of the RMIT staff; a nice combination of competence, flair and genuine respect and liking for the students.  I’m sure the new intake felt pretty special in all sorts of ways” (Chair MBA Advisory Committee)

The effectiveness of the student-centered learning design in achieving valued learning outcomes is demonstrated by the following student comments:

· “it is good to try to do something without punishment for a mistake.  Scenarios from the real world are good” (city campus student–international)
· “presentations were a little unnerving but it was good to be put under pressure and get to know each other in a different way” (industry specific student-onshore)

· “I went into the Course with the idea that I would be presented with case studies of effective leaders.  However we focussed on our experiences and how leaders need to work with people.  This meant that I developed an understanding of my own leadership style rather than trying to model someone else’s” (city campus student-onshore)

The effectiveness of CLN group activities in networking students, especially across cultures, is demonstrated in the following student comments:
·  “networking is occurring between different departments instead of being split into different offices as a result of the closer relationships developed through the CLNs” (industry specific student– onshore)
· “the CLN group work benefits the whole organisation as we all work together” (industry specific student– onshore)

· “we are going to use CLN group assignments as the basis of presentations on the need for change to the Executive Planning team.” (Industry specific student– onshore)

· the recommendations from our CLN assignment have provided the means to provide some solutions to the challenges rather than simply give negative feedback” (Industry specific student – offshore)
· “our CLN included 4 students from different cultures (2 originally from Italy, a Yugoslav, a Taiwanese, and a Pacific Islander).  We had to start from basic to ensure we developed a common understanding.  We ended up with a better understanding of self, our preferences, our management style and our personality”(city campus student - onshore)

· “the fact that our CLN group included members from Hong Kong, Hawaii, Atlanta, Miami and Munich has made me think about ‘virtual leadership’ and I am reading up on this now” (industry specific student-offshore).

· “MG 100 particularly taught me to look from the 'outside in' at my own leadership and management skills.  MG 100 reinforced the notion of life long learning.  This subject in particular had a profound positive impact on my management and leadership behaviour…

I learnt through MG 100 to stretch outwards the boundaries of my leadership to a more collaborative and people oriented approach”. (city campus student-onshore)

Once again, the need for continuous quality improvement to assist international students in adapting to the CLN process, was identified by international students:

· “it depends on the CLN group members, some are helpful to international students, some are not helpful, BUT problem, the more helpful local students are the more helpless you feel – in your own country you were quite independent and knew what to do”
· “put more that 1 international student in each CLN”

· “local students talk too fast, international students do not get a chance to express themselves”

· “hard to organise meetings, especially with part-time local students”

· “need more help to foster a team culture”
That students are actively engaged in learning to achieve desired outcomes is demonstrated by the following comments:

·  “Having completed (MG 100) at Ballarat mid year 2000 it was not surprising that when VACSAL (Victorian Aboriginal Community Services Association ) successfully  tendered a large grant to run a community leadership program that we mirrored many of the learning mechanisms from (MG 100). The VACSAL Community Leadership Program is preparing the next generation of Koori leaders and we run a version of the CLN process, have group activities and presentations. Mark Rose helped in the design and the program is attracting praise from many avenues. Our focus is on creating a learning community just like MG 100 particularly the learning ethos that will support leadership ventures in the future”(city campus Koori student)
· “I learnt a lot about the interaction between people.  The CLN team formation was more difficult and taught more about team interactions than hierarchies at work because formal hierarchies that influence the interaction between formally established teams were not there.  The CLNs composed people like you in demography, age, personality and motivation.  Thus the team formation in the CLNs had to start from base with no accepted hierarchies and no understanding of characters.  In a short period of time you had to get to know the group, achieve tasks and establish a rapport for the future.  Learning from the CLN process taught you a lot about understanding who you are” (city campus students-onshore)
· “We realised we had a total mix of ‘types’ within our CLN which assisted us to apportion tasks (city campus students-onshore)
· We realised we had two ‘shapers’ so we had to watch this as this could cause some friction if we were not careful” (city campus students-onshore)

· “I am a task focussed person coming from an IT background.  The CLN was not task focussed and I was frustrated.  By using reflection that we had discussed in the course I realised this and looked beyond the task to the pressures facing my colleagues.  Now I realise that I have to look beyond a task focus in my work practice and search for motivations” (city campus students-onshore)

That the teaching and assessment strategies used in practice facilitate active engagement was demonstrated by the following comments: 

· “the Ballarat experience assisted the group to identify what each member could contribute and how the strengths of the group could be utilised” (CLN )
· “the learning engagement did exceed my expectations in terms of content and engagement.  The success of the groups depends a lot on the group.  The cross-sectional learning and dialogue is really valuable” (industry specific student – offshore)

· “using examples from work enables you to stand outside work and critically examine it without being a negative critic.  It helped you look at work strategically and forced you to look at different management styles, opportunities you don’t get time to do otherwise” (industry specific student- local) 

Conclusion

Management education in a globalised, technologically communicated, world requires adult learning techniques of action learning, reflective practice and experiential activities, with an emphasis on group networking opportunities.  Developing meaningful learning activities, especially when seeking to encourage networking across cultures, requires continual quality improvement.  The case study of the experience of practitioner managers in an introductory management-leadership course in an MBA illustrates the importance of continual team reflection on improving course quality. 
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Table 1

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
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