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ABSTRACT

This study explores the impact of student response systems (SRS) on student performance. The primary goal
of these systems is to improve student academic achievement through the use of computerized technology in the
classroom. Previous studies have provided some support for the positive impact of an SRS on learning outcomes
(particularly exam scores and course grades). This research effort, comparing standardized test performance of
students using an SRS with the performance of students in a more traditional learning environment, further extends
the emerging stream of SRS-performance research. The study results suggest that use of an SRS in the classroom
improves learning outcomes.

INTRODUCTION

The value of computerized technology in higher
education has been recognized for decades (Little 1973;
Peled 2000). Kryder (1999), for example, suggests use of
computers at home and at school has created a more
“visually literate” and collaborative generation of stu-
dents. More generally, Rankin and Hoaas (2001) posit
that students prefer computer facilitated education be-
cause it enhances learning outcomes by engaging more of
the senses. Guthrie and Carlin (2004), focusing on inter-
active computer technologies, suggest that these tech-
nologies provide a good fit with the interactive learning
preferred by “the rising generation of hyper-capable
technology users” (p. 1).

One classroom technology emerging and gaining in
popularity over the past decade is the student response
system (SRS), or “clicker.” An SRS is a wireless re-
sponse system allowing instructors to request informa-
tion from students using interactive PowerPoint slides.
Students respond through a hand-held response pad
(clicker), sending information to a receiver (connected to
a classroom computer). The instructor is then able to
immediately share gathered information with students.

Murphy and Riddle (2003) describe a number of
technologies that can be classified as a SRS. Labels for
these systems (incorporating handheld devices, a re-
ceiver, and software) include classroom response sys-
tems, personal response systems, communication sys-
tems, and audience response systems (Roschelle et al.
2004; Caldwell 2007). All systems feature a handheld
clicker unit with a unique signal, allowing responses
from each individual student to be recorded. Classroom
use varies greatly, but often involves the instructor ask-

ing questions and then presenting summaries of responses
from the entire class (after all students have been given an
opportunity to respond).

Although a SRS involves multiple technologies, the
systems are generally considered easy to prepare and use
in the classroom (Guthrie and Carlin 2004; Caldwell
2007). Many commercial systems are available and some
publishers now include SRS software and support with
textbook adoption. Once the software is installed, class-
room use requires the instructor to create and display
PowerPoint slides. A student’s task is simply to enter
responses to questions by pressing clicker buttons. Stu-
dent preparation for using a SRS is also quite simple.
Response pads are generally inexpensive and can usually
be purchased through the campus bookstore. Each stu-
dent may also be required to pay a small fee to register the
response pad (online) with the manufacturer. The regis-
tration process associates each student’s identifying in-
formation with a specific response pad and a particular
course.

Caldwell (2007) reports that clickers have been used
in a large number of classroom settings (nursing, chem-
istry, philosophy, business, economics, psychology, and
many others), for a diversity of purposes (including
“spicing up” lectures, assessing students’ opinions and
understanding, and increasing instructor-student interac-
tion), and in a variety of course formats (tutorials, lec-
tures, peer instruction, etc.). Murphy and Riddle (2003),
however, suggest that clickers are most effective in large
classes as a stimulus to greater student involvement and
interaction. Whatever the setting, purpose, and format,
both students and instructors have generally responded
positively to the systems (Elliot 2003; Beekes 2006).

As noted by Caldwell (2007, p. 13), clicker usage is
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primarily motivated by the desire to improve learning
outcomes. In recent years, many educators have asserted
that clicker technology has tremendous potential in this
regard (e.g., Johnson and McLeod 2004; Knight and
Wood 2005). Long before the development of SRS
technology, some educators presented evidence suggest-
ing that feedback to students (the type now provided by
clickers) is a stimulant to learning (Guthrie 1971; Kulhavy
1977; Kulik and Kulik 1988). Others noted the positive
impact of repeated questioning on student performance
(Frase et al. 1970; Boyd 1973). More recently, research
has shown that clicker systems, through both questioning
and provision of immediate feedback, are likely to in-
crease the level of student engagement and participation
during class sessions (Poulis et al. 1998; van Dijk et al.
2001). Summarizing outcomes observed in mathematics
courses at West Virginia University, Caldwell (2007)
suggests that this increased level of engagement posi-
tively impacts performance for many students.

Research to date offers considerable support for the
suggestion that use of clickers results in improved exam
scores and course grades (Duncan 2005; Knight and
Wood 2005; Preszler et al. 2007). In addition to the
benefits provided by increased student engagement and
participation during class, potential explanations for the
positive impact of clickers on learning outcomes include
positive student attitudes toward clickers, frequent use of
classroom discussions, and peer learning approaches
along with clickers, and increased attendance (Poulis
et al. 1998; Jackson and Trees 2003; Caldwell 2007).
Much of the prior research examining the impact of
clicker usage on learning outcomes, however, has been
limited by the absence of standardized tests allowing an
assessment of student understanding (or learning) given
various instructional approaches (Hake 2002).

HYPOTHESES

This study seeks to add to the existing stream of
research examining clicker usage and learning outcomes.
Rather than seeking to replicate the results of prior
studies finding positive changes in exam scores and
course grades following introduction of clickers to a
particular course (e.g., Preszler et al. 2007), the current
study compares student learning outcomes in two class
formats (same course). One class format utilizes a SRS
and one does not utilize clicker technology. Student
learning is assessed through performance on a standard-
ized exam. The research effort tested two hypotheses.

H1: For each class format, student performance on
an end-of-course assessment exam will exceed
performance on a beginning-of-course assess-
ment exam.

Draper (1998) argues that many applications of
classroom technology (such as SRS) do not offer signifi-
cant improvements over previously established delivery

methods. He further suggests that successful technology
applications, rather than replacing existing approaches,
address specific weaknesses of those approaches. In the
case of clickers, adoption is generally seen as a means of
over-coming the audience passivity and limited interac-
tion that often develop in a traditional lecture-oriented
classroom (Draper, Cargill, and Cutts 2002). Caldwell
(2007) notes, however, that there are a number of ways to
increase student participation, even in large classes, with-
out adopting SRS technology (show of hands, response
cards, etc.). Recognizing that positive learning outcomes
are produced by a variety of delivery systems, this hy-
pothesis suggests that the course itself, regardless of
clicker usage, results in student learning.

H2: Student performance on an end-of-course as-
sessment exam will be higher for the class for-
mat utilizing a SRS than for the class format not
utilizing a SRS.

Instructive questioning is certainly not a new ap-
proach to teaching. Nor is it, more specifically, a dramati-
cally new means of addressing audience passivity. Imple-
menting an instructive questioning approach through a
SRS, however, does offer some advantages over “low-
technology” (more traditional) methods (Caldwell 2007;
Draper, Cargill, and Cutts 2002). Lack of privacy with a
show of hands or verbal responses, for example, may
limit participation and bias student responses. A SRS not
only allows private responses, but tallies responses and
allows the instructor to quickly provide feedback to the
class. Permanent response records are also helpful in
giving instructors the capability to subsequently assess
student understanding of specific material. A case can
therefore be made that the SRS, though not the only
means of stimulating a passive classroom, is a better
means of addressing this issue than those often found in
university classrooms. As Draper (1998) notes, positive
classroom technology applications are characterized by a
good fit between specific learning problems and the
technology. Hypothesis 2 suggests that a SRS offers this
type of fit, and thus has a positive impact on student
learning outcomes.

METHODOLOGY

The hypotheses were tested by comparing student
performance outcomes on a departmental assessment
exam. Testing was completed in fundamentals of market-
ing class sections at a southwestern university. Each
student completed the assessment exam at the beginning
of the semester and at the conclusion of the semester. As
shown in the Appendix, the exam contains 20 items
covering basic marketing topics (market segmentation
and targeting, product positioning, marketing program
elements, etc.). Students select from four response op-
tions (the correct response for each item is underlined in
the Appendix). Students are generally able to complete
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the exam in approximately 15 to 20 minutes. At the time
of this research effort, the assessment exam had been in
use for several years, and was specifically designed in an
effort to assess learning outcomes, program effective-
ness, and instructional effectiveness.

Exam results were considered from class sections in
which clickers were used and from class sections in
which no SRS was utilized. Class sections met two days
per week in the afternoon and were taught by the same
instructor. The class time was one hour and fifteen
minutes per class. Textbook, PowerPoint slides, and
assignments (exams, projects, etc.) were identical for all
sections. There was also little variation in classroom
procedures among the sections. A lecture-discussion
format, guided by PowerPoint slides, was the basic model.
Video material and in-class exercises were used on a
regular basis. Questions intended to stimulate discussion,
assess student understanding, and clarify key points were
addressed to students in all sections.

In both clicker and non-clicker sections, responses to
questions were predominantly verbal. In the clicker sec-
tions, however, students used clickers in responding to a
limited number of questions (generally four or five)
during each regular class period. Some examples of these
questions follow:

♦ What is the BCG term for a business unit that has
a relatively high market share in a relatively
slow growing market?

♦ Purchase of a soft drink would generally repre-
sent which type of consumer problem solving?

♦ What do we call those forces that the
organization’s marketing department cannot
control?

For each question, four response options were avail-
able to students. Identical questions were presented (ei-
ther verbally or through PowerPoint slides) to students in
the non-clicker sections. No questions presented in the
classroom (including those utilizing the SRS) were in-
cluded in the departmental assessment exam.

The instructor had utilized clickers in previous classes
and reported little difficulty in again preparing classes for
clicker use. A few students (less than ten) in the clicker
sections had purchased and used clickers previously and
were able to use their clickers in the fundamentals of
marketing course. The remaining students purchased
clickers at the campus bookstore for $15. All students in
the clicker sections were required to pay an additional
$15 to register a clicker online for semester use (one
clicker can be used in all courses). No students reported
difficulties in purchasing or registering clickers. Possibly
due to many students lack of prior exposure to SRS
technology, however, the instructor was required to ad-
dress several minor problems with clicker use in the first
two class meetings. After these initial difficulties, stu-
dents did not present the instructor with either general or
specific concerns related to classroom use of the SRS. At

the conclusion of the semester, many students in the
clicker sections provided positive verbal feedback to the
instructor regarding clicker usage.

Preliminary analyses suggested that the composition
of the clicker and non-clicker sections was very similar.
Chi-square analyses indicated no significant differences
between the two groups in terms of sex, classification
(junior or senior), major, or status as a domestic or
international student. A two independent sample t-test
found no significant difference in mean student age
between the clicker and non-clicker sections.

RESULTS

All performance comparisons were completed using
independent samples t-tests. Student performance out-
comes were first examined by comparing mean scores on
the beginning-of-course assessment exam with mean
scores on the end-of-course assessment exam. This analy-
sis was completed (separately) for the class format (sec-
tions) in which clickers were used and for the class format
(sections) in which clickers were not used. Levene’s test
indicated that equality of variances could be assumed for
the two groups in each comparison. In both cases, mean
exam scores were significantly higher on the end-of-
course assessment exam. These results, displayed in
Table 1, support H1.

The beginning-of-course assessment mean exam
score for the clicker class sections was then compared
with the beginning-of-course mean exam score for the
non-clicker sections. Levene’s test again indicated that
equality of variances could be assumed for the two
groups. The test result, shown in Table 2, indicated no
significant difference in beginning-of-course scores be-
tween the two class format groups. This suggests that
students in the clicker sections of the basic marketing
course were similar to students in the non-clicker sec-
tions in terms of initial knowledge of the course material.

The final comparison was between end-of-course
mean exam scores for the two groups. Levene’s test
indicated that equality of variances could not be assumed
for the two groups (F = 2.82, p = .10), and an adjusted t-
test was therefore used in the analysis. This test revealed
that the mean exam score was significantly higher for
class sections in which a SRS was used. The test result,
presented in Table 3, supports H2.

DISCUSSION

The results of this research provide evidence that
student learning occurs through both a traditional class-
room format (lecture and discussion) and a classroom
format utilizing SRS technology. The evidence also sug-
gests that use of a SRS positively impacts student learn-
ing (or performance) when compared with the more
traditional class format. These findings are consistent
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with previous research findings pointing to improve-
ments in exam scores and grades through clicker usage
(Knight and Wood 2005; Caldwell 2007). The research
also extends previous efforts, while addressing a limita-
tion of prior studies, by considering student performance
on standardized tests rather than evaluating learning
outcomes using only in-class assessment instruments. In
responding to the call for more systematic research exam-
ining the learning benefits of clickers (Hake 2002;
Roschelle et al. 2004), this study helps to build a founda-
tion for future research.

A limitation of the study is the inability to precisely
identify what causes improved student performance when
clickers are used in the classroom. As Roschelle et al.
(2004) note, changes to teaching approaches and class-
room procedures, rather than the use of a SRS, may be

responsible for positive learning outcomes. Caldwell
(2007) further suggests that students may be treated
differently when clickers are used and this special treat-
ment (even if more perceived than actual) could be a key
factor causing performance improvements. While these
points are certainly valid, it must also be pointed out that
improved teaching methods and “special treatment” given
to students using clickers both come about as a result of
clicker usage. In a sense, clickers may positively impact
learning outcomes both directly and indirectly. A higher
level of student engagement, stimulated by repeated
questioning and immediate feedback, aids in retention
and has a direct and positive impact on student perfor-
mance. But in a more indirect manner, a SRS may
improve learning outcomes by helping to create positive
student affect, contributing to increased attendance, and

TABLE 1
COMPARISON OF BEGINNING AND END OF COURSE EXAM SCORES

N Mean SD t p-value

Non-Clicker

Beginning 61  7.82 2.68 6.72 <.001
Ending 60 11.68 3.58

Clicker

Beginning 53 6.98 4.13 9.93 <.001
Ending 58 13.67 2.92

TABLE 2
COMPARISON OF BEGINNING OF COURSE EXAM SCORES

N Mean SD t p-value

Non-Clicker 61  7.82 2.68 1.30  .20

Clicker 53  6.98 4.13

TABLE 3
COMPARISON OF END OF COURSE EXAM SCORES

N Mean SD t p-value

Non-Clicker 60 11.68 3.58 3.31  .001

Clicker 58 13.67 2.92
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spurring classroom management changes. In all cases,
the underlying stimulus for the improved performance
outcomes is clicker usage.

This study examines learning outcomes among a
limited number of students completing one course at one
university. Any attempt to generalize the results to other
learning environments is certainly open to debate. From
this perspective, the study can be viewed as an explor-
atory effort. It is hoped that this research, as well as other
efforts, will help in further developing a stream of re-
search examining the learning (or performance) impact
of clicker use in different environments. Results from a
small number of prior studies have already led some to
conclude that the positive learning impact of clickers is
limited to particular courses (e.g., Slain et al. 2004).
Other studies, however, report improved student perfor-

mance across a variety of courses (e.g., Preszler et al.
2007). Caldwell (2007), in her extensive review of clicker
usage in higher education, suggests that combining peer
learning with clickers seems to improve learning out-
comes to a greater extent than simply integrating clickers
into traditional lecture class formats. Preszler et al. (2007),
exploring another aspect of SRS technology integration,
find evidence of differences among upper-division and
lower-division students both in their general impression
of clickers as well as learning outcomes. These and other
research efforts attest to the need for future research
examining clicker usage in many courses and course
formats. More specifically, course subject, the manner of
clicker integration, and student status (in terms of pro-
gram/degree completion) appear to be particularly prom-
ising areas for extended research efforts.
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APPENDIX
ASSESSMENT EXAM

1. Environmental scanning is the process of continually acquiring information on events occurring outside
the organization in order to identify and interpret potential trends.

2. A group of potential consumers toward which an organization directs its marketing program is a target
market.

3. A competitive advantage is a unique strength that an organization has relative to its competitors.

4. If Kellogg issues a coupon for $1.00 off the next purchase of Corn Flakes and places that coupon inside
a box of Corn Flakes, the company is implementing a market penetration strategy.

5. Market segmentation involves aggregating prospective buyers into groups that (1) have common needs
and (2) will respond similarly to a marketing action.

6. Jakubowski Farms Gourmet Bread Base is the brand name for a mix designed for use in bread machines.
The mixes, only available through the mail, are sold in 2-pound canisters for $14.99 plus shipping. People
learn about this product through word-of-mouth communication and through bread machine demonstra-
tions the company’s founder offers to civic and community groups in Wisconsin. This is a description of
the company’s marketing mix.

7. A skimming price strategy involves setting a high initial price for a product and assuming that a limited
number of customers with a strong desire for the product will be willing to pay that price.

8. Steve Walker was happy with his newly purchased personal computer. It had all the features he wanted
and he considered the $1800 price to be reasonable. As he was taking the computer out of the box, Walker
noticed an advertisement in the local paper showing a similar computer system for only $1500. Suddenly,
Walker began to doubt his purchase decision. He was afraid that he had not gotten such a good deal after
all. Steve Walker was experiencing cognitive dissonance.

9. Consumers generally spend little time and effort evaluating alternatives in the purchase products such as
soap and milk. The purchase process for such items, termed routine problem solving, is virtually a habit
and is typical of low-involvement decision-making.

10. Manufacturers, retailers, and government agencies that buy goods and services for their own use or for
resale are collectively referred to as the organizational market.

11. To lower costs and reduce manufacturing time, Michelin has people work together on important
purchases. This type of cross-functional group, including individuals in various roles (buyers, decision
makers, gatekeepers, etc.) is known as a buying center.

12. A concept describing the stages a product passes through in the marketplace – introduction, growth,
maturity, and decline – is called the product life cycle.
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APPENDIX (CONTINUED)
ASSESSMENT EXAM

13. Harry & David is a catalog retailer. At its inception, the company sold fruit baskets and popularized the
“Fruit of the Month” concept. The company later abandoned this restrictive definition of itself, expanded
its product mix, and used promotion to explain that it is now the source of the “perfect gift” for every
occasion. Harry & David used a repositioning strategy.

14. The individuals and firms involved in the process of making a good or service available for use or
consumption are considered members of a marketing channel.

15. A dual distribution approach allows a firm to reach different groups of buyers by employing two or more
types of channels for the same basic product.

16. The process of defining a marketing problem and/or opportunity, systematically collecting and analyzing
information, and then recommending actions to improve an organization’s marketing activities is called
marketing research.

17. Consumer oriented is an appropriate term for the marketing concept era.

18. In the 1960’s, Pillsbury defined its mission as, “We are in the business of satisfying needs and wants of
customers.” This brief statement has come to be known as the marketing concept.

19. Several states have legislation requiring children under four to use car seats. This type of influence on
marketing decision making is known as an external factor.

20. A market is comprised of people with the desire and the ability to buy a product.
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MARKETING EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY
Wendy Bryce Wilhelm, Western Washington University

ABSTRACT

This paper attempts to provide a clear justification for incorporating education for sustainability (EfS) into
business education generally, and marketing curricula more specifically. A set of core sustainability concepts are
suggested for inclusion in marketing coursework. A review of existing research demonstrates that business
students’ knowledge levels vis a vis these concepts is low. The paper concludes with speculation about why marketing
educators tend to be “eco-illiterate,” and offers suggestions for those who wish to adopt an EfS approach in their
courses.

INTRODUCTION

Marketing Education for Sustainability requires that
our curricula advocate a triple bottom line approach to
personal and marketing decision-making that empha-
sizes the requirements for a sustainable lifestyle, com-
pany, economy, and society: (1) environmental/ecologi-
cal stewardship (maintenance and renewal of “natural
capital”), (2) social stewardship (equitable distribution
of resources, human and community well-being), and (3)
economic stewardship (valuing financial continuity along
with profit) (Agenda 21 1993; Hawken et al. 1999; Senge
et al. 2008).

Many trends are converging to provide a clear justi-
fication for incorporating education for sustainability
(EfS) into business curricula. This paper examines these
trends and suggests that the marketing discipline is well
positioned to take the lead in this endeavor. Next, a set of
core sustainability concepts are suggested for inclusion
in marketing coursework, followed by a review of exist-
ing research demonstrating that business students’ knowl-
edge levels vis a vis these concepts is low. The last section
of the paper speculates about why marketing educators
tend to be “eco-illiterate” and offers suggestions for those
who wish to adopt an EfS approach in their courses.

WHY SHOULD BUSINESS SCHOOLS CARE
ABOUT EFS?

The first trend of importance is the United Nations
Environment Program (UNEP), which has called for a
Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005–
2014; UNESCO 2004). With this impetus, Deans from
business schools across the globe have joined with the
United Nations Global Compact, a network of over 375
business associations devoted to pursuing sustainable
practices in their organizations, to develop Principles for
Responsible Business and Principles for Responsible
Management Education (UN Global Compact 2008a,
2008b). These agreements provide a framework for inte-
grating EfS across all business curricula, including a set

of principles in the areas of human rights, labor, environ-
ment, and anti-corruption (see Table 1 and 2 for a list of
the Principles).

Second, business students are demanding more
sustainability-related content. Another signatory on the
Global Compact agreement is Net Impact, a nonprofit
organization of MBA students devoted to developing
leaders who can use the power of business to make a net
positive social, environmental, and economic impact
(Net Impact 2008). This organization has grown to more
than 10,000 members in 119 student chapters in more
than 170 countries spanning six continents. Net Impact
has also developed a new program for undergraduates in
response to significant increases in demand; there are
currently 24 chapters at U.S. and Canadian universities
(Net Impact 2008). A recent survey of undergraduate
business students by this organization found that 87
percent of them believe that business leaders should
consider the social and environmental effects of their
business decisions; 77 percent want to work for such
firms after graduation. These students are actively seek-
ing courses and programs that espouse a “triple bottom
line” approach to business decision-making, and can
teach them how to solve social and environmental prob-
lems; they “seek to influence business behavior by influ-
encing business education” (Knowedge@Wharton 2003,
p. 1). For this generation of business students,
“sustainability . . . is not an afterthought. It is a central
thought. They’re coming to your campus soon”
(Insidehighered.com 2008, p. 1). This increased student
demand for sustainability related courses and programs
has led The Princeton Review to release its first “green
ratings” for U.S. universities in its 2009 editions of
college guides (http://www.princetonreview. com/
green.aspx 2009).

A third trend of import is the fact that marketers are
increasingly adopting sustainable business practices, as
the evidence mounts linking sustainability with market
share and long-run profitability (Business Week 2007;
Global Finance 2008; Mendoca and Oppenheim 2007).
Key components of practitioners’ sustainability efforts
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TABLE 1
UN GLOBAL COMPACT PRINCIPLES FOR RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS

The principles in Table 1 are based on those established by (1) The Rio Declaration and Agenda 21, outcomes
from the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), (2) The Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, and (3) The United Nations Convention Against Corruption. For the complete text of these
documents and the Principles, see [http://www.unglobalcompact.org/AboutTheGC/TheTenPrinciples/
index.html].

Human Rights
Principle 1: Businesses should support and respect the protection of internationally proclaimed human rights;
and
Principle 2: Make sure that they are not complicit in human rights abuses.
For example:

♦ Provide a living wage and some measure of job security.
♦  Assist with the eradication of poverty in communities where they operate.
♦ Assist with equitable distribution of resources: food, affordable housing, health care, education, job

training (social justice).
♦ Encourage sustainable consumption; do not engage in “greenwashing.”

Labor
Principle 3: Businesses should uphold the freedom of association and the effective recognition of the right to
collective bargaining;
Principle 4: The elimination of all forms of forced and compulsory labour;
Principle 5: The effective abolition of child labor; and
Principle 6: Eliminate discrimination of employment and occupation.
For example:

♦ Avoid “sweatshop” and child labor practices.
♦ Avoid discrimination based on sex, age, race, etc.

Environment
Principle 7: Businesses should support a precautionary approach to environment challenges;
Principle 8: Undertake initiatives to promote greater environmental responsibility; and
Principle 9: Encourage the development and diffusion of environmentally friendly technologies.
For example:

♦ A precautionary approach means that when there are threats of environmental damage from business
operations, measures should be taken to prevent environmental degradation, even when there is a
lack of full scientific certainty about the nature of these threats;

♦ Re-define company strategies to include the “triple bottom line” of sustainability: economic
continuity, environmental stewardship and restoration, social equity;

♦ Refocus design, manufacturing processes, etc. toward cleaner production, eco-efficiency, and
“design for sustainability.”

Transparency and Anti-Corruption
Principle 10: Businesses should work against corruption in all its forms, including extortion and bribery.

include modifications to product development strategies
(e.g., design-for-environment, dematerialization of prod-
ucts and packaging), production processes (e.g., resource
eco-efficiency, adopting “clean tech” solutions), pricing
strategies (full-cost accounting to include environmental
costs), and distribution strategies (e.g., ensuring that
suppliers meet specified labor standards, reverse logis-

tics to remanufacture products) (Barbut et al. 2005;
Chouinard 2005; Esty and Winston 2006; Grant 2007;
Senge et al. 2008; Slater 2007a). Sustainability’s link to
profit, or as an end goal for business, is becoming a
commonly discussed topic around the world in a wide
range of industries and situations (e.g., Alexander 2007;
Fischer 2007; Goodland 2007; Hastilow 2008; Jackson
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2008; Ryan 2008; Walker 2008). Further, over sixty
Fortune 500 companies have recently formed a coalition,
the U.S. Climate Action Partnership that is calling for a
national limit on carbon dioxide emissions leading to
reductions of 30 percent or more over the next 15 years
(Slater 2007b).1

MARKETING EDUCATION FOR
SUSTAINABILITY (EfS)

While business coursework is following practice in
some disciplines, attention to sustainability issues in
marketing curricula is limited, for the most part, to
discussions of “green” customers, environmental consid-
erations in product development and packaging, and
social/non-profit marketing (Aspen Institute, Business
and Society Program 2007; Beyond Grey Pinstripes
2008; Demoss and Nicholson 2005). Social and non-
profit marketing courses tend to focus on issue-based

non-profit organizations that are attempting to change
customer behavior in a pro-social direction (e.g., energy
conservation, recycling campaigns). There are very few
marketing courses at either the undergraduate or gradu-
ate level that devote a significant amount of time to how
strategic and tactical decisions in marketing can contrib-
ute to the implementation of a more sustainable business
model in both for- and non-profit organizations. Thus,
there appears to be an increasing discrepancy between
the importance placed on sustainable marketing by prac-
titioners and its importance to marketing educators. This
places our students at a competitive disadvantage in the
marketplace, and also fails to give them the knowledge
and skills they need to be sustainability advocates in their
place of employment.

This is somewhat disconcerting, given that market-
ing educators have been calling for more attention to
environmental and social issues in marketing education
for more than a decade (Anderson 2007; Demoss and

TABLE 2
UN GLOBAL COMPACT PRINCIPLES FOR RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT

Education (PRME) The Principles for Responsible Management Education (PRME), launched at the 2007
Global Compact Leaders Summit in Geneva, provide an engagement framework specifically for academic
institutions to advance corporate social responsibility through the incorporation of universal values into
curricula and research. The PRME have been developed by an international task force of sixty deans,
university presidents and official representatives of leading business schools and follow from a recommen-
dation of all academic stakeholders of the Global Compact. More details about the PRME Initiative can be
found at [http://www.unprme.org].

As institutions of higher learning involved in the education of current and future managers we are voluntarily
committed to engaging in a continuous process of improvement of the following Principles, reporting on
progress to all our stakeholders and exchanging effective practices with other academic institutions:

Principle 1. Purpose: We will develop the capabilities of students to be future generators of sustainable value
for business and society at large and to work for an inclusive and sustainable global economy.

Principle 2. Values: We will incorporate into our academic activities and curricula the values of global social
responsibility as portrayed in international initiatives such as the United Nations Global Compact.

Principle 3. Method: We will create educational frameworks, materials, processes and environments that
enable effective learning experiences for responsible leadership.

Principle 4. Research: We will engage in conceptual and empirical research that advances our understanding
about the role, dynamics, and impact of corporations in the creation of sustainable social, environmental and
economic value.

Principle 5. Partnership: We will interact with managers of business corporations to extend our knowledge
of their challenges in meeting social and environmental responsibilities and to explore jointly effective
approaches to meeting these challenges. 

Principle 6. Dialogue: We will facilitate and support dialog and debate among educators, business,
government, consumers, media, civil society organizations and other interested groups and stakeholders on
critical issues related to global social responsibility and sustainability.
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Nicholson 2005; Galbraith and McNabb 1999; Mintu
and Lozada 1993; Springett 2005). In fact, the case can be
made that the marketing discipline is well positioned to
be a leader in integrating sustainability concepts and
practices into business coursework. Marketing is the only
business discipline that studies the complete product life
cycle from product concept to distribution, purchase, use
and end-of-life stages. Seventy-five percent of the envi-
ronmental and social impacts of a product during its
lifetime are determined at the design stage, when materi-
als (e.g., chemicals, recyclability) are selected (Ottman
2008). Marketing managers have direct control over
impacts because they often decide on a specific product
concept and design based on marketing research find-
ings. Distribution strategies and supply chain consider-
ations are also under the purview of the marketing disci-
pline. “Greening” of the supply chain requires the selec-
tion of a product transport mode that reduces greenhouse
gas emissions, shorter distribution channels (e.g., “buy
local” campaigns), and an examination of upstream sup-
pliers to ensure that their employees are making living
wages as part of a fair trade policy. In sum, as Jacquelyn
Ottman, a long-time consultant on green marketing strat-
egies, so aptly puts: “. . . the real power of green lies in the
hands of marketers – we, the creative folks who have the
power to design and promote cleaner products and tech-
nologies and help consumers evolve to more sustainable
lifestyles” (Ottman 2008, p. 1).

CORE CONCEPTS TO INCLUDE IN
MARKETING EDUCATION FOR

SUSTAINABILITY (EfS)

So what should we be teaching our students? A
review of recent publications in both business and social
sciences journal reveals a consensus around a set of core
sustainability concepts. Table 3 displays these concepts
and their definitions in alphabetical order, while Table 4
indicates how sustainable marketing differs from social
marketing, green marketing, social entrepreneurship, and
other sustainability-related concepts. While marketing
departments may have neither the resources nor the
expertise to offer a separate course in sustainable market-
ing, every marketing course can incorporate the key
concepts outlined in Table 3. Discussion of specific
sustainability concepts and tools that are most relevant
for Principles of Marketing, Buyer Behavior, and other
marketing courses can be found in papers by Bridges and
Wilhelm (2008) and Shapiro (2008), and in Fuller’s 1999
text, Sustainable Marketing.

Regardless of which curricular model is adopted,
marketing educators need to embrace an interdiscipli-
nary and international approach to teaching sustainability,
because the successful development and implementation
of sustainable marketing strategies require, at a mini-
mum, a working knowledge of biology (biomimicry, or

learning from sustainable biological models), engineer-
ing and industrial design (design for environmental prin-
ciples), operations and lean manufacturing (greening the
supply chain, global outsourcing, and carbon footprints),
environmental and international studies (global ecosys-
tem impacts of marketing activities), and the manage-
ment literature on environmental management systems
(EMS), ethics, social justice and equitable resource dis-
tribution (e.g., Ferrell and Ferrell 2008; Hart 2005). One
practical means of gaining this breadth of knowledge is
to jointly develop a sustainability research stream and/or
marketing course with faculty from the afore-mentioned
disciplines (Everett 2008; Rowe 2007; Sammalisto and
Lindhqvist 2008).

STUDENTS’ KNOWLEDGE OF
SUSTAINABILITY CONCEPTS

How knowledgeable are marketing students about
the key concepts displayed in Table 3? General aware-
ness of sustainability issues is growing, along with de-
mand for coverage of this topic in higher education
curricula (Carlson 2008; Rowe 2007; Sherman 2008),
but only one longitudinal study was found that directly
assessed marketing students’ awareness of sustainability
related concepts. Anderson (2007) conducted a longitu-
dinal study of marketing students’ awareness and per-
ceived importance of specific environmental and social
issues. She found that over the course of the six-year
study, 30–50 percent of students were unaware of prob-
lems with nuclear waste, asbestos, chemical pollution,
and other environmentally caused diseases; awareness of
an issue was positively related to media attention. Ander-
son used the findings to introduce these concepts (and
others) into the Principles of Marketing course. Such
education has been found to increase business students’
sensitivity to environmental issues and their desire to find
business careers within sustainable organizations, even
at the cost of lower salaries (Cordano et al. 2003; Goldbach
2007; Leimsider 2006). These findings are consistent
with a recent UNEP report noting that a lack of informa-
tion is the main barrier to customers’ adoption of a more
sustainable lifestyle (Barbut et al. 2005, Figure 7). It
appears that both students and the general public are
beginning to recognize the importance of adopting sus-
tainable behaviors and advocating for sustainable busi-
ness practices. However, as Thomas (2005) states, “In
order to integrate sustainability into managerial decision-
making processes, students . . . must be persuaded of its
legitimacy as a business issue” (p. 188). One of the best
means of establishing legitimacy is through including
sustainability in marketing courses and textbooks.

Student exposure to sustainability concepts and sus-
tainable business practices is a function of course and
textbook coverage of these issues; less coverage means
less exposure to and thus less familiarity with the topic of
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TABLE 3
KEY SUSTAINABILITY CONCEPTS

Biomimicry: (1) Nature as model: a science that studies nature’s models and then imitates or takes inspiration
from these designs and processes to solve human problems, e.g., a solar cell inspired by a leaf; (2) nature as
measure: using biomimicry as an ecological standard to judge the “rightness” of innovations; (3) a new way
of viewing and valuing nature, based on what we can learn from the natural world rather than what we can
extract from it (see Benyus, Biomimicry 1997).

Clean Technology: An approach for protecting the environment by preventing the pollution at source,
minimizing waste and reducing energy use; application of “Silicon Valley” style innovation, technologies,
and entrepreneurship to opportunities in energy, water, and advanced materials (see Pernick and Wilder, The
Clean Technology Revolution: The Next Big Growth and Investment Opportunity 2007).

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR): The need for an organization to consider the good of the wider
communities, local and global, within which it exists; to be accountable to all of its stakeholders in all its
operations (employees, investors, customers, public, etc.). CSR has been expanded in recent years to include
the concept of sustainable business practices, putting more of an emphasis on environmental stewardship and
social justice (i.e., Corporate Sustainability), (see Vogel 2005; Young and Tilley 2006).

Cradle to Cradle Design/Manufacturing: When the manufacturer is responsible for all aspects of the
product from “life to death” – from RandD and raw materials sources through production, distribution,
consumption, and disposal. Emphasis on designing products to be remanufactured or reused, e.g., books that
are produced to be remade into books, take-back policies where the manufacturer “takes-back” the product
at the end of its useful life to recycle, remanufacture, or dispose of it in a way not harmful to the environment
(no land fills), (see McDonough and Braungart, Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way we Make Things 2002).

Ecological Footprint: A link between human lifestyles and ecosystems that allows people to visualize the
impact of their consumption patterns and activities on ecosystems; also an analytic tool for determining if our
lifestyles are sustainable. Categories of human consumption translate into areas of productive land required
to provide resources and assimilate waste products. The “footprint” is the total amount of land required for
food, housing, transport, consumer goods and services. This approach shows that the most advanced countries
consume and have a larger footprint on the earth than the rest of the planet, (Made popular by Mathis
Wackernagel and William Rees, Ecological Footprint Analysis 1996).

Education for Sustainability: EfS was first described in Agenda 21 (Rio Summit 1992) and holds that
education is central to attaining a sustainable economy and society, and that all EfS efforts should be
customized to be locally relevant and culturally appropriate. The primary objectives of EfS are to improve and
reorient education to incorporate knowledge, training, and values that will guide and motivate people to
pursue sustainable livelihoods, to participate in a democratic society, and to live in a sustainable manner.
University education should train students to lead all sectors of society in a world striving toward sustainability
(see Filho, Teaching Sustainability at Universities 2002).

Environmental Accounting/Full Cost Pricing: Links the economy to the biophysical environment. It
enables firms to understand the full spectrum of environmental costs and integrate these costs into decision
making. Adoption of environmental accounting techniques increases the visibility of environmental costs and
benefits, and thus impacts pricing strategies. Unsustainable products would no longer be less expensive than
their sustainable counterparts if full cost pricing was required (see Markandya, Environmental Accounting
and Sustainability: An Integrated Analysis 2007).

Global Warming: The progressive gradual rise of the earth’s surface temperature thought to be caused by
the burning of fossil fuels and industrial pollutants. May result in the increase in the volume of water which
contributes to sea-level rise.
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TABLE 3 (CONTINUED)
KEY SUSTAINABILITY CONCEPTS

Green Product/Marketing: Marketing a product that lessens the impact to the environment; “environmen-
tally friendly.” It must undertake life-cycle analyses to minimize environmental impact (includes raw
materials, production and distribution processes, consumption and recycle/disposal). Contributes to the long
term health and viability of our ecosystem; minimizes use of non-renewable resources (see Esty and Winston,
Green to Gold 2006).

Macromarketing: The effects of markets and marketing on society, the effects of social programs on
marketing practice, marketing history, marketing systems and marketing phenomena in the aggregate, and
marketing’s effects on quality of life (adapted from Journal of Macromarketing homepage: [http://
agb.poly.asu.edu/jmm].

Natural Capital: Refers to the natural resources and ecosystem services that make possible all economic
activity. Natural capital is being degraded and liquidated by the wasteful use of such resources as energy,
materials, water, and topsoil. Natural Capitalism (Hawken, Lovins, and Lovins 1999) espouses four
interlinked principles: radically increased resource productivity; redesigning industry on biological models
with closed loops and zero waste; shifting from the sale of goods (e.g., light bulbs) to the provision of services
(e.g., illumination); and reinvesting in the natural capital that is the basis of future prosperity (adapted from
www.natcap.org).

Pollution Prevention [P2]: Actively identifying equipment, processes, and activities that generate excessive
wastes or use toxic chemicals and then making substitutions, alterations, or product improvements. Conserv-
ing energy and minimizing wastes are pollution prevention concepts used in manufacturing, sustainable
agriculture, recycling, and clean air/clean water technologies (see Bishop, Pollution Prevention: Fundamen-
tals and Practice 2004; Fuller, Sustainable Marketing 1999).

Precautionary Principle: An approach to the management of risk when scientific knowledge is incomplete;
a “better safe than sorry” attitude. An internationally recognized principle for action, it states that when science
has not yet determined whether a new product or process is safe or unsafe, policy should prohibit or restrict
its use until it is known to be safe. Applied to trade, this has been used as the basis for prohibiting imports of
GMOs, for example (see Agenda 21: Earth Summit – The United Nations Programme of Action from Rio,
United Nations 1993).

Resource Recovery [R2]: Recovering resources from waste. There is a range of different resource recovery
technologies that can change waste materials into resources, through thermal or biological means, resulting
in many useful products (e.g., fuel, compost, energy, and chemicals for manufacturing new products. For
example, Interface Carpets “takes back” its old carpets and remanufactures them into new carpets (Anderson
1998), (see Fuller, Sustainable Marketing 1999; Rhyner et al. Waste Management and Resource Recovery
1995).

Social Entrepreneur/Entrepreneurship: Someone who develops social innovation through entrepreneurial
solutions. A S.E. takes notice of a social problem or need, decides to passionately pursue it, creatively
innovates new solutions and entrepreneurially addresses the issue through an organized “business plan”
approach, thus allowing the social entrepreneur to address the issue of sustainability of the social venture
undertaken (see Nicholls, Social Entrepreneurship: New Models of Sustainable Social Change 2006).

Social Justice: Refers to the goal (“justice”) of achieving an equitable distribution of resources such as capital,
food, water, affordable housing, health care, education, and job training around the world. Focus is on
redistribution of wealth from the affluent North to the developing South. Social justice also refers to the
upholding of universal human rights (see Miller, Principles of Social Justice 2001).
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sustainability. The most recent and in-depth study on
marketing textbook coverage of sustainability content
analyzed twenty-one Principles of Marketing texts in
order to ascertain what percentage of total content was
devoted to a discussion of environmental/sustainable
marketing (EMS) issues (Demoss and Nicholson 2005).
The authors found that EMS coverage ranges from 11 to
37 pages per text, or 1–6 percent of the total number of
each textbook’s pages. Only 5 of the 21 texts reviewed
mention an EMS topic in 50 percent or more of the
chapters, and coverage is typically limited to a discussion
of general environmental awareness among certain mar-
ket segments and how EMS might impact product devel-
opment, packaging, and labeling. Explicit, tactical rec-
ommendations for developing sustainable products, re-
verse channel systems, or pricing that reflects environ-
mental costs are rarely included. Similar findings have
been reported by Thomas (2004) and Bridges and Wilhelm
(2008).

At the MBA level, the Aspen Institute’s biannual
Beyond Grey Pinstripes survey of courses that include
sustainability content indicates that some progress is
being made, although integration of social and environ-
mental topics into the core curriculum is still limited
(Beyond Grey Pinstripes 2008). Over one hundred courses

are listed as including significant coverage of the topic,
and there is a substantial increase since the 2005 survey
in the number of stand-alone (primarily management)
courses on sustainable development and environmental
management strategy.2 Similar findings are reported by
Christensen et al. (2007) in their survey of the top 50
global MBA programs, although none of the courses
discussed in their study were marketing courses. Further,
a search of Beyond Grey Pinstripes online database for
marketing courses produces only a few courses – on
Social Marketing, Marketing Management, and Global/
International Marketing – that mention “environmental
and social issues” in their summaries or syllabi.3 While
these findings are suggestive of low levels of student
awareness about sustainability concepts and issues, there
is a need for more studies that directly assess student
knowledge.

NEED FOR EMPIRICAL RESEARCH

Both Ryu and Brody (2006) and Holt (2003) call for
more rigorous empirical research to assess the effective-
ness of existing EfS efforts in higher education. Fien
(2002) notes that most studies of sustainable education
fail to develop appropriate research designs that include

TABLE 3 (CONTINUED)
KEY SUSTAINABILITY CONCEPTS

Social Marketing: The use of marketing principles and techniques to influence a target audience to voluntarily
accept, reject, modify, or abandon a behavior for the benefit of individuals, groups or society as a whole. Can
be used by non-profit (more typical) and for-profit organizations (see Andreason, Social Marketing in the 21st
Century 2005).

Sustainable/Sustainability: Meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their needs; ensuring the long-term viability and well-being of our ecosystem, community
and society. Requires focus on: (1) environmental stewardship, (2) social equity, community health, and well-
being, (3) economic viability/continuity (see Blackburn, The Sustainability Handbook 2007; Hawken, The
Ecology of Commerce: A Declaration of Sustainability 1993).

Sustainable Marketing: The establishment, maintenance, and enhancement of customer relationships so that
the objectives of the parties involved are met without compromising the ability of future generations to achieve
their own objectives. Requires adoption of “triple bottom line” and “natural capitalism” approaches to decision-
making; “design for environment” in product development; full-cost, environmental accounting approach to
price setting; “cradle to cradle”  approach in production, distribution, consumption and disposal; attention to
social equity and community well-being when making all decisions (see Fuller, Sustainable Marketing 1999;
Peattie and Crane 2005).

Triple Bottom Line: Triple bottom line accounting means expanding the traditional company reporting
framework to take into account environmental and social performance in addition to financial performance.
Coined by John Elkington, co-founder of the business consultancy SustainAbility. The term has been expanded
and now captures an expanded spectrum of values and stewardship criteria for measuring organizational and
societal success: economic, environmental, and social (see Elkington, Cannibals with Forks 1997).
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pre- and post-measures of key constructs or report on
actual consumption behavior.4 For example, ecological
footprint analysis (EFA) was used by the present author
to measure students’ footprints at the beginning and the
end of the term, with EFA activities assigned during the
term that encouraged footprint reduction (Ryu and Brody
2006; Wackernagel and Rees 1996). Students reported
significant decreases in their footprints, as posted on their
blogs. The next step will be to develop an assessment tool
in addition to EFA that can be used to measure student
knowledge and consumption behavior processes both
before and after students are exposed to marketing EfS
curriculum. Unfortunately, progress toward integrating
pedagogical tools such as EFA into the marketing cur-
riculum is constrained by generally high levels of “eco-
illiteracy” among marketing faculty.

REASONS FOR ECO-ILLITERACY

Why have marketing educators and textbook authors
failed to integrate sustainability concepts and strategies
into the marketing curriculum? Jucker (2002) suggests
that marketing (and business) education, particularly in
the U.S., are based on creating and maintaining a set of
unsustainable myths. First, GNP is assumed to be an
appropriate measure of a society’s well-being, although
much has been written about its inappropriateness given
that GNP only measures monetary transactions and does
not take environmental or social costs into account
(McKibben 2007). Second, growth in GNP is presented
as an overarching goal and a sign of “progress,” even
though GNP goes up when old growth forests are clear
cut, more people engage in cancer treatments, and indi-
viduals go into debt to purchase ever more expensive
consumer products (Hawken et al. 1999). What is needed
instead is a sustainable economy that provides long-term
economic stability at living wages for all its members.

Third, Western societies’ economic development
model is presumed to be the only valid model for devel-
oping countries to follow. The tenets of this model
include the capitalist paradigm of consumption driving
production, the necessity of free markets and globaliza-
tion of trade, customer sovereignty, and the perception
that “progress” or “civilization” requires ever increasing
investments in infrastructure, automobiles, new technol-
ogy, and non-renewable resources like coal and oil (Fried-
man 2005; Jucker 2002; Springett 2005). Marketing
activities are an integral component of this economic
model, because their typical objective is to increase
consumption. Fourth, all technological advances are as-
sumed to be “good,” and there is a technological “fix” for
any environmental or social problems we face; question-
ing the benefits of adopting a new technology such as
nuclear power or genetically modified seeds is perceived
as “un-American” (see Mander 1991 for a cogently
presented luddite perspective). Fifth, a “win” for the

environment has traditionally been perceived as a “loss”
for the bottom line, in spite of the fact that numerous
articles and books have now been published document-
ing the financial benefits of adopting sustainable busi-
ness practices (Esty and Winston 2006; McDonough and
Braungart 2002; Senge et al. 2008 ).

Last, and closer to home, the Western educational
system rewards research specialization and staying within
functional disciplines (Everett 2008; Springett 2005;
Thomas 2004, 2005). As noted earlier, marketing educa-
tion for sustainability (EfS) requires an interdisciplinary
approach. In summary, EfS will require marketing edu-
cators to re-examine the validity of the “unsustainable
myths” presented above and consider alternative, sus-
tainable economic and business models, such as those
offered in Natural Capitalism (Hawken et al. 1999),
Biomimicry (Benyus 1997), Deep Economy (McKibben
2007), and The Natural Step (Cook 2004).

MOTIVATING FACULTY TO ADOPT
MARKETING EfS

There is still much work to be done before
sustainability will be successfully integrated into the core
marketing (and business) curriculum. While there are
excellent papers and even books that provide curricular
recommendations (e.g., Teaching Sustainability in Uni-
versities, Filho 2002; 147 Tips for Teaching Sustainability,
Timpson 2006), the marketing discipline needs to de-
velop its own set of discipline-specific recommenda-
tions. Before this can be accomplished, however, market-
ing educators need to be motivated to develop their own
expertise in marketing EfS. There is a critical need for
professional development initiatives to encourage fac-
ulty to increase their sustainability expertise. These ini-
tiatives can include funding to attend conferences on the
subject (e.g., the Greening of Industry Network interna-
tional conference, (www.greeningofindustry.org), the
Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in
Higher Education conferences, (www.aashe.org), spe-
cial sessions and pre-conference workshops at marketing
conferences such AMA and MEA, bringing consultants
and speakers to campus to conduct faculty workshops,
and monetary incentives to initiate sustainability re-
search programs with other schools and departments
(e.g., environmental sciences, industrial design). Joint
research projects to encourage the transition to a sustain-
able campus – infrastructure, energy, food, transporta-
tion – would be a noteworthy place to begin, and could
also incorporate student-led projects (Rowe 2007;
Sherman 2008).

CONCLUSION

In closing, the author’s hope is that marketing edu-
cators will rise to the challenge that has been presented
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here. The management discipline has experienced a
marked increase in sustainability-related research and
curricular innovations over the last five years (e.g., Collins
and Kearins 2007; Dart 2008; Kearins and Springett
2003). In fact, 2008 saw the advent of a management
journal devoted to “sustainable strategic management”
(SSM), a new management sub-discipline that is con-
cerned with . . . “strategies that are sustainable from both
market and environmental perspectives” (Parnell 2008,

Abstract, p. 35). Further, unlike the American Marketing
Association, the Academy of Management has been and
is involved with developing Global Compact‘s Prin-
ciples for Responsible Management Education (Table 2).
With AACSB calling for business schools to seek ways
of incorporating sustainability into their programs (BizEd
2008), it is time for marketing educators to recognize the
importance and relevance of this topic for marketing
pedagogy and research.

ENDNOTES

1 Of course, a significant driver of business sustainability
is customer demand; sustainable organizationshave
a competitive advantage within certain market seg-
ments. From the 50 million plus Cultural Creatives
(http://www.culturalcreatives.org/) to the 23 percent
of Americans that are considered LOHAS (Lifestyles
of Health and Sustainability) consumers, an increas-
ing number of Americans are choosing to purchase
recycled/recyclable, organic, and fair trade products
(Clark and Unterberger 2007; Hartman Group 2007;
[lohas.com]; Ray and Anderson 2000). These indi-
viduals are adopting sustainable lifestyles, with

spending on LOHAS products and services expected
to top $400 billion by 2010 (Natural Marketing
Institute 2008).

2  Business schools voluntarily submit courses for inclu-
sion in the “survey,” precluding any conclusions
about what proportion of MBA programs cover
sustainability in their courses.

3 The online search of this database (http://www.
beyondgreyp ins t r ipes .o rg / sea rch / sea rch_
coursework.cfm) took place in August 2008.

4  Forty percent of customers say they are willing to buy
green/sustainable products, but only four percent
actually purchase them (Barbut et al. 2005).
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USING PARABLES TO TEACH MARKETING
Timothy R. Graeff, Middle Tennessee State University

ABSTRACT

A simple story told through a parable can be an effective pedagogical tool for teaching important marketing
concepts, ideas, and lessons. By using parables that describe characters, situations, and images that are familiar
and easy to understand, students can easily generalize from what is already known to that which is new and novel.
This article discusses the theoretical and practical basis for teaching marketing with parables, describes a procedure
for using parables in a marketing class within the context of a cooperative learning exercise, outlines a five-step
procedure for writing parables to teach important marketing concepts and lessons, and presents four specific
parables that can be used in a marketing principles class. Each parable illustrated in this article is a short story about
an everyday life experience with which students are familiar.

INTRODUCTION

Marketing educators are continually looking for new
teaching techniques, approaches, and methodologies to
improve student learning. Interestingly, one of the most
effective teaching techniques is also one of the oldest.
People have used stories as a teaching tool since the
beginning of time. Stories, fables, and parables have been
used to effectively pass on history and important infor-
mation to younger generations (Bucher 1991; Frankel
1992; Kirkwood 1983). A parable is defined as a simple
story about everyday events and characters that illus-
trates a moral, religious truth, or important life lesson.
Similarly, a fable is defined as a fictitious story, often
with animal characters, that teaches a lesson.

Stories and parables can also be used to teach mar-
keting. A simple story told through a parable can be an
effective pedagogical tool for teaching important mar-
keting and business concepts, ideas, and lessons. A
distinct advantage that parables have as pedagogical
tools is their ability to illustrate concepts that are often
hard to understand by describing characters, situations,
and images that are easy to understand. By using every-
day events as part of a story, students can easily create
mental pictures of the people and situations described in
the story. These mental pictures help the reader under-
stand the story and the lessons being conveyed through
the story. As such, they allow the reader (or listener) to
learn new ideas by generalizing from what is familiar,
already known, and already understood, to that which is
new and novel. In this way, parables are very effective
tools for teaching the big picture concepts, ideas, lessons,
and rules of marketing that might not be well articulated,
described, or emphasized in a textbook.

The purpose of this article is to (1) discuss the
theoretical and practical basis for teaching marketing
with parables, (2) describe a procedure for using parables
in a marketing class within the context of a cooperative
learning exercise, (3) outline a five-step procedure for

writing parables to teach important marketing concepts
and lessons, and (4) present four specific parables that
can be used in a marketing principles class. Each parable
illustrated in this article is a short story about an everyday
life experience with which students are familiar.

Within the context of a cooperative learning exercise
to be conducted during a class session, students first read
the parable and try to visualize the characters and events
described in the story. They then engage in a brief
cooperative learning exercise called think, pair, share.
To guide students through the exercise, they are provided
with a series of questions which they are to answer on
their own (this is the think part of the exercise). Then, they
discuss their answers with the student seated next to them
(pair). After coming to some agreement regarding an-
swers to the questions and the possible moral or lesson of
the parable, each pair shares their answers and interpre-
tations of the parable with the rest of the class. The
procedure for teaching with parables outlined in this
article can be used equally well in either small or large
introductory marketing classes, as well as senior level
marketing management classes, and even graduate level
marketing courses.

Using parables within the context of this cooperative
learning exercise is an excellent way to introduce vague
and hard to grasp concepts. Because the parables deal
with everyday experiences with which they are familiar,
students have a base of understanding that they can apply
to a marketing context. In addition, the everyday nature
of parables makes them easier to remember, thus provid-
ing a memory aid for key concepts in marketing.

PARABLES AND LEARNING EXPERIENCES
BEYOND THE TEXTBOOK

A typical Principles of Marketing class can easily
become bogged down with a multitude of terms and
definitions, where the instructor falls into a pattern of
presenting a new marketing term and then defining it for
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students. This is followed by another term or concept,
which is then defined for students. Unfortunately, this
can become rather boring for both the instructor and
students. There is no active participation on the part of
students, and students are not allowed to discover new
ideas and concepts on their own. As such, students
quickly forget the multitude of terms and definitions they
learn in their classes. Many marketing educators seek to
give students unique learning experiences in their classes
that go beyond merely presenting material from a textbook.
Parables provide such experiences for both students and
teachers.

Parables provide a means by which instructors can
create an environment where students actively and coop-
eratively learn the important lessons of marketing and
business. And, because they are being taught through the
use of parables that draw on students’ knowledge of the
familiar and well known, the lessons that are leaned from
parables can be easily remembered.

Parables are very effective at teaching the big picture
lessons of life (Jarolimek 1991; Kirkwood 1985; Schank
1990; Zull 2002). For example, the story of the ant and the
grasshopper effectively teaches that one should always
be prepared.

The Ant and the Grasshopper
In a field one summer’s day a Grasshopper was

hopping about, chirping and singing to its heart’s
content. An Ant passed by, bearing along with great
toil an ear of corn he was taking to the nest. “Why not
come and chat with me,” said the Grasshopper,
“instead of toiling and moiling in that way?” “I am
helping to lay up food for the winter,” said the Ant,
“and recommend you to do the same.” “Why bother
about winter?” said the Grasshopper; “we have got
plenty of food at present.” But the Ant went on its way
and continued its toil. When the winter came the
Grasshopper had no food and found itself dying of
hunger, while it saw the ants distributing every day
corn and grain from the stores they had collected in
the summer. Then the Grasshopper knew: It is best to
prepare for the days of necessity.
An important benefit of teaching with parables is that

they are easy to remember and they often serve as short-
hand ways of conveying meaning about an important
message. For instance, all that a parent must do is mention
The Boy Who Cried Wolf, and children quickly know that
their parents are reminding them about the negative
consequences of lying. Similarly, most people can quickly
recall the lessons that are taught from the story of The
Ugly Duckling, the story of The Tortoise and the Hare,
and the story of The Little Engine that Could.

THE THEORETICAL BASIS FOR TEACHING
WITH PARABLES AND STORIES

 There is strong theoretical support for using parables
and stories to improve teaching and student learning

(Bucher 1991; Frankel 1992; Jarollimek 1991; Kirkwood
1983). Stories are one of the oldest pedagogical tech-
niques – dating back thousands of years. The Bible makes
very effective use of parables and short stories to convey
important lessons. Similarly, Aesop’s fables are well
known for their ability to convey important lessons in
short stories.

The effectiveness of parables and stories as peda-
gogical techniques has also been studied within the
context of cognitive psychology. Recalling and creating
stories are key parts of learning (Schank 1990). Parables
are powerful means of teaching concepts because they
provide a mental structure for new knowledge. The
mental structure (knowledge schema) activated by the
characters, situations, and events described in the story
provides a base for understanding and making sense of
new concepts and ideas. Parables and stories are incred-
ibly valuable teaching tools because they allow students
to activate and engage multiple parts of the brain.

Stories engage all parts of the brain. They come
from our experiences, our memories, our ideas, our
actions, and our feelings. They allow us to package
events and knowledge in complex neural nets, any
part of which can trigger all the others. And stories
are about movement. They are about verbs, the
action! They focus on good and bad actions, so they
generate fear and pleasure, and all the derivative
emotions (Zull 2002, p. 228).

TEACHING MARKETING WITH PARABLES

It is relatively easy to teach marketing with parables. A
simple five-step procedure for using parables to teach
marketing is outlined below.

1. Read the parable.
2. Visualize the story and the characters.
3. Answer the guided questions individually

(Think).
4. Work with another student to answer the guided

questions (Pair).
5. Share answers with other classmates and reflect

on the lesson(s) that are learned from the parable
(Share).

1. Read the Parable

To illustrate this five-step procedure, consider the
parable of the field goals below.

The Parable of the Field Goals
This year the Big State University (BSU) foot-

ball team lost the big game to their main rival, Little
State University (LSU). BSU appeared to be the
better team, but they missed all four of their field
goal attempts. They lost the game by two points, so
making only one of their four field goal attempts
would have given them the victory. This game high-
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lighted a year of frustration – making only 20 per-
cent of all field goal attempts during the entire
season.

The BSU coach quickly decided to deny the field
goal kicker his scholarship for the next year. After
hearing this, the university President quickly fired
the football coach. When asked why he fired the
coach, the President replied, “He clearly doesn’t
understand football.”
This parable can be presented individually to stu-

dents prior to a class session, or it can be shown to the
entire class.

2. Visualize the Story and Characters

After reading the parable, students are first asked to
take one minute to visualize the story and the characters.
They should try to paint a mental picture of the story in
their mind’s eye. Visualizing the parable makes it more
meaningful. The visualization process also provides an
additional memory trace to help students retain the im-
portant lessons they are learning from the parable (Harney
2000).

3. Answer the Guided Questions Individually
(Think)

After visualizing the story, students are presented
with a number of guided questions that they are to answer
on their own. Guided questions for the parable of the field
goals are shown below.

Guided questions (Parable of the Field Goals):
♦ What is it about football that the coach does not

understand?
♦ Other than the kicker, what are some other

potential reasons (causes) for BSU’s inability to
make field goals?

♦ Is kicking a field goal in football a simple task?
♦ What must go right to be able to successfully

kick a field goal?
♦ Kicking a field goal is ________
♦ Marketing is ______________
♦ What is the overall moral or lesson of this

parable as it relates to marketing?
Students should be given three to five minutes to

answer these questions. These guided questions help
students learn on their own how this story can teach an
important lesson about marketing.

4. Pair With another Student to Answer the Guided
Questions

After answering the guided questions on their own,
students pair with another student to come to some
agreement about their answers and the potential moral of
the parable. Using parables within the context of a coop-

erative learning exercise where student share their ideas,
thoughts, and opinions can significantly enhance student
learning (Bobbitt, Inks, Kemp, and Mayo 2000; Graeff
1997; Graham, Graham, and Whiting 1997; Hernandez
2002; Lancaster and Strand 2001; Leon and Tai 2004;
Norman, Rose, and Lehman 2004; Siciliano 2001; Wehrs
2002). Using this type of cooperative learning exercise
improves student learning in a number of ways, includ-
ing:

♦ It provides a break for students.
♦ It lets students generate their own morals and

concepts from the parable. By working together
students are actively discovering the moral or
lesson of the story. This is a much more power-
ful way to learn that merely listening passively
to a lecture.

♦ It lets students learn from each other’s experi-
ences and knowledge.

♦ It provides students with ownership of their
learning when they actively discover the moral
or lesson of the story (Wood 2003).

♦ It makes the lesson more memorable.

5. Share Answers with the Entire Class

After working in pairs, students share their interpre-
tation of the story and the possible lessons from the story
with the rest of the class. The entire class reaches a
consensus regarding the important lesson(s) that the
story teaches about marketing. For example, the parable
of the field goals teaches students that marketing is a
multi-stage process – much like kicking a field goal in
football. There are many stages in the process that must
be completed, integrated, and coordinated to success-
fully kick a field goal. The long snapper must be accurate.
The holder must be able to catch the ball from the snapper
and place it correctly on the ground. The kicker must be
able to kick the ball between the uprights. And, the
offensive line must be able to block the oncoming rushers
from the other team to keep them from blocking the kick.
A breakdown in any one of these stages can lead to an
unsuccessful field goal attempt. Similarly, marketing is a
multi-stage process. Many stages (functions, activities)
must be completed, integrated, and coordinated to suc-
cessfully design, produce, promote, and distribute a prod-
uct from a producer to a consumer. These stages include
product design and development, production, distribu-
tion, pricing, advertising, selling, and even after-the-sale
customer support. A break down in any one of the
marketing stages can lead to an unsuccessful sale, unsat-
isfied customers, decreased customer satisfaction, and
decreased repeat purchases.

The moral of the parable of field goals:
♦ The coach does not seem to understand that

kicking a field goal is actually a multi-stage
process that relies on the successful completion
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of tasks by many players on the team, not just the
kicker.

♦ There are many things that must go right to be
able to successfully kick a field goal. Kicking a
field goal is actually a complicated process that
requires integration and cooperation among
many team members. The long snapper must be
accurate, the holder must be skilled enough to
receive the snap and place the ball in a correct
position for the kicker to be able to kick the ball
through the uprights. All of this must be done
while the offensive line is blocking the opposing
team from blocking the kick. In addition, the
offense must be able to move down the field far
enough so that the kicker has a reasonable
chance of making a field goal (i.e., a kicker
would not be expected to make any field goals
being kicked from the 50-yard line).

♦ Similarly, marketing is a process that requires
the integration and cooperation of many mar-
keting related functions. This is illustrated in
multi-stage models of the consumer adoption
processes (e.g., awareness – interest – trial –
evaluation – desire – adoption).

♦ All marketing communications must be inte-
grated to achieve a common goal (Integrated
Marketing Communications – IMC).

♦ The four elements of the market mix must “fit”
with each other.

This parable can be used at the very beginning of the
semester to provide students with a sense of structure
regarding marketing as a process and not a singular
activity to be performed by an individual. Marketing is an
organizational activity that must be understood by all
employees – from the sales person, to the administrative
assistant receiving customers’ phone calls. It can also be
used when introducing the marketing mix, as well as
when discussing integrated marketing communications
(IMC) and multi-stage models of product adoption. Be-
cause parables often lend themselves to multiple inter-
pretations, they allow the instructor to use them at various
times during the semester.

BENEFITS OF TEACHING WITH PARABLES

Parables are very effective at teaching rather ab-
stract, yet very important, lessons of life dealing with
such issues as relationships, loyalty, promises, motiva-
tion, trust, power in relationships, and influence over
others. This is exactly what makes using parables so
effective for teaching marketing. Often, the most essen-
tial lessons to be learned about marketing and business
deal with these very same issues. For example:

♦ Relationships – Attracting, creating, and main-
taining relationships with customers, suppliers,
buyers, and channel members.

♦ Loyalty – Customer loyalty and differing (com-
peting) loyalty goals among channel members.

♦ Promises – Branding. A brand is a promise. Do
not sell what you cannot deliver.

♦ Motivation – Purchase motivation and persua-
sion.

♦ Trust – Deceptive advertising and product
claims.

♦ Power in relationships – Channels of distribu-
tion and influence over channel members.

Unfortunately, many marketing textbooks do not
present these big picture lessons in an interesting, engag-
ing, and interactive manner. Using parables to teach
marketing gives the instructor a chance to give students
a learning experience they cannot get from just the
textbook.

Other important advantages of using parables to
teach marketing include:

♦ They are novel. Students do not do this type of
exercise in their other classes.

♦ Students enjoy working with these parables and
trying to guess the moral. It can almost become
a game to students – Guess the Moral.

♦ They work! Parables and stories are very effec-
tive means of helping students learn important
lessons about marketing.

♦ Parables are not a one-and-done exercise. Dif-
ferent parables can be used throughout the se-
mester for a variety of topics (e.g., promotions,
channels of distribution, coupons, etc.).

♦ Using parables teaches students that they can
apply lessons from everyday life to help them
make business and marketing decisions and to
better understand business and marketing.

THE FIVE STEPS TO WRITING PARABLES TO
TEACH MARKETING

Writing parables that can be used to help teach
important concepts in marketing is not difficult. In fact,
they can be easily written using a simple five step pro-
cess.

Step 1. What Do You Want Students to Learn?

Identify the important point, concept, idea, lesson, or
rule of marketing that you want students to learn. Do not
concentrate on terms or definitions. Instead, think of the
lesson to be learned in somewhat abstract or general
terms. For example, consider the following lesson that
you might want to teach students:

Do not sell the product. Simply sell the idea that
other consumers are buying it.
This is something that students should learn from a

marketing principles class. In fact, students have prob-
ably already noticed that many advertisements do not try
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to persuade consumers on the features or benefits of the
product. Rather, they merely suggest that many other
consumers are buying it; therefore, it must be good. We
often see advertising slogans such as: “Number one
selling car in America – five years in a row.” “Most
prescribed migraine medication by doctors.” “More con-
sumers buy from Haverty’s than from any other furniture
retailer in the state.”

Step 2. When Do You Want Students to Learn This?

Identify the course topics that this lesson relates to.
At what point during the course do you want students to
learn this lesson? For example, the lesson – do not sell the
product, simply sell the idea that other consumers are
buying it – could be taught when discussing:

♦ Social influences on consumers.
♦ The role of reference group influences on con-

sumer decision making processes.
♦ Advertising and types of advertising claims.
♦ Theories of persuasion.

Step 3. Tell a Story

Write a parable or short story that illustrates the
overall lesson without using marketing language, terms,
or examples. Make the story vague enough to allow for
your interpretation as well as students’ interpretations.
Try to tell a story with which most students will be
familiar. In this case, the way children try to influence
their parents provides for an excellent means by which
this lesson can be conveyed. Children often use argu-
ments such as, “But Mommy, why can’t I go to the creek
to play, all of the other kids are going to be there.” Then
write a story that describes this type of situation. The
parable of the buzz cut is an example.

The Parable of the Buzz Cut
Alex is in the 5th grade. Many of the other boys

in his class have had their hair cut very short. The
boys called it a “buzz cut.” Alex wanted to get a buzz
cut too. When he asked his mother she told him that
she did not want him to cut his hair that short and that
he probably would not look very good with a buzz
cut. Determined, he told his mother, “But Mom, all
of the other boys have a buzz cut, so their mothers
said it was OK.” A few days later, Alex was seen at
school with a buzz cut.

Step 4. Guide Students’ Learning Process

Write some guided questions that will help students
work through the parable to identify the key lessons and
ideas conveyed by the story. Without spoon-feeding
them too much, let students discover and learn the key
concepts on their own. Let them try to articulate the moral
of the story and then identify its relevance to marketing.

♦ What does Alex understand about persuasion?
♦ Did Alex try to convince his mother about the

merits, or benefits of getting a buzz cut?
♦ What did Alex tell his mother?
♦ What finally convinced his mother to let Alex get

a buzz cut?
♦ What lessons can marketers learn from the

techniques young children use to persuade their
parents?

♦ What can this teach us about how we promote
and advertise products such as cars, prescrip-
tion drugs, and pharmaceuticals?

♦ Must marketers sell products by selling the
product?

♦ If not, what can marketers sell?
♦ What can marketers emphasize in their promo-

tions to consumers?
♦ Don’t sell the product, sell ____________.

Step 5. Discuss With Students What They Just Learned

After students have identified the moral of the par-
able, help them articulate the moral of the parable as it
relates to marketing. Summarize the main points and
emphasize the general lesson that you want students to
learn from the exercise. For example, discuss the follow-
ing key points being illustrated by the story:

♦ The use of reference group influence and refer-
ent group power can be very persuasive in
marketing.

♦ Marketers do not always sell the product by
selling the product. Rather, they can sell the
product by simply selling the idea that everyone
else is buying it.

♦ Advertising slogans such as, “Number One
Selling Car for the Past Five Years,” or “Most
Prescribed Pain Reliever” can be very
persuasive.

ADDITIONAL PARABLES

To further illustrate the effectiveness of parables to
teach important lessons about marketing and business,
two additional parables (along with guided questions) are
provided below.

The Parable of Bill, Ted, and Alice
Bill and Alice have been dating for about six

months. Bill’s friend, Ted, is introduced to Alice. Ted
is very attracted to Alice. He romances her, sweet-
talks her, seduces her and “steals” her away from
Bill. Ted is very pleased with himself because steal-
ing Alice was relatively easy. Ted thinks he must be
something special to be able to steal Alice away from
Bill so easily. Ted plans on having a life-long rela-
tionship with Alice. He plans to ask Alice to marry
him.
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Guided Questions
♦ What is your advice to Ted?
♦ What is your advice to Bill?
♦ What is your advice to Alice?
♦ Is it a good idea to try to “steal away” a

girlfriend (boyfriend) from someone else?
♦ How would you describe a person like Alice who

easily or often switches boyfriends?
♦ Would you want a girlfriend like Alice? Why?

Why not?
♦ Do marketers want customers who are like

Alice? Why? Why not?
♦ What kind of customers do marketers want?
♦ Is targeting brand switchers a good strategy for

long-term marketing success?
♦ What is the overall moral or lesson of this story?
♦ In this story, identify which character illustrates

a (1) market leader, (2) market challenger, and
(3) consumer:

The Moral of the Parable of Bill, Ted, and Alice
♦ Ted should not plan on a long-term relationship

with Alice because, “If she did it to him, she will
do it to you.”

♦ It is best to find a loyal girlfriend/boyfriend.
♦ Marketers cannot rely on brand switchers as an

effective strategy for long term growth.
♦ Marketers seek and need customers who are

brand loyal.
♦ Marketing strategies will depend upon a firm’s

competitive position – market leader, market
challenger, market follower, or market niche.

♦ Bill = market leader, Ted = market challenger,
Alice = consumer

Many students will be able to relate to this parable
and its lessons because they have had firsthand experi-
ence with someone like either Ted or Alice. And that is
exactly what makes it such a powerful teaching and
learning tool. The connection to one’s personal experi-
ences makes the parable and its lessons even more rel-
evant, meaningful and memorable.

The Parable of the Peach Picker
In a town lived a wealthy land owner. He owned

the only fruit orchards for miles and miles. When it
came time to harvest the fruit, the harvesters were
instructed to pick only the choicest and best fruits to
be sold. Not long after the harvest three men were
walking by the fruit orchards. Upon seeing that there
were still many apples and peaches on the trees they
asked the land owner if they could pick the remaining
fruit. The land owner agreed, telling them that they
could keep any and all fruit they could pick. As they
entered the orchard all three of them noticed that
there were many more apples than peaches left to be
picked. So, the first man, being the fastest and
strongest ran to the apple trees and began picking
the apples. Not long after, the second man arrived in

the apple orchard and confronted the first man. The
second man said that he wanted the apples and
claimed that all of the apples were to be his. The two
men soon began to fight. They fought viciously all
day. Bruised and beaten, they both limped back
home, too weary to carry any fruit. On their way
home they saw the third man standing under a sign
that read: Peaches for sale. Last chance! Only
freshly picked peaches in town!
Guided Questions
♦ Why did the first man run to the apple orchard?
♦ Why did the second man also run to the apple

orchard?
♦ Why did the third man go to the peach orchard?
♦ What is better, a few peaches, or no apples?
♦ If you were one of these three men, which or-

chard would you choose? Why?
♦ What is the overall moral or lesson of this

parable?
♦ Rule of order: Be ___________
♦ If you cannot be first at one thing, be

_______________ (Better?)
The Moral of the Parable of the Peach Picker
♦ It is better to capture what you can than to fight

over what you might not get.
♦ Do not always strive for the largest market;

strive for the market that you can dominate.
♦ Rule of Order: Be first. If you cannot be first in

one field (market), be first in a different field
(market).

♦ Develop marketing strategies that will deter
competition.

♦ Strive for ways to identify markets with little
competition, or develop methods for deterring
competition.

♦ 2nd place is the first loser.
♦ If you were not first, you never will be.
♦ Many people will say that it is better to be lucky

than good. Successful marketers know that it is
often better to be first than better.

When discussing this parable and its lessons, ask
students to identify who was the first person to fly across
the Atlantic Ocean. Then ask them to identify the second
man to fly across the Atlantic Ocean. Most students will
correctly identify Charles Linbergh as the first person to
successfully make the flight in his plane named the Spirit
of St. Louis. However, very few students will know that
Bert Hinkler was the second man to do it. In fact, Bert
Hinkler made the flight in less time and used less fuel than
Charles Linbergh used. As such, he performed the task
better than Linbergh. However, because he was not first,
history gives him very little consideration for his accom-
plishment. Then ask students who was the first woman to
make the same flight. They will probably be able to
identify Amelia Earhart. Why can they remember her, but
not Bert Hinkler? The answer is that she was the first
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woman to make the flight. Because she was the first in a
different category (first woman vs. first person), history
remembers her (Ries and Trout 1994). History usually
remembers the first, not the best.

CONCLUSION

As marketing educators seek new teaching tech-
niques, approaches, and methodologies to improve stu-
dent learning, it is ironic that one of the best pedagogical
techniques is also one of the world’s oldest. Even though
parables and stories have been used for educational

purposes since the beginning of time, they can still be
used to effectively teach students important concepts and
lessons about marketing in today’s business environ-
ment. Perhaps the greatest benefit to using parables to
teach marketing is their ability to illustrate concepts and
lessons that are often hard to understand by describing
characters, situations and images that are familiar and
easy to understand. They allow students to learn new
ideas by generalizing from what is familiar, already
known, and already understood, to that which is new and
novel.
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ABSTRACT

While it’s thought that experiential learning pedagogies encourage greater student engagement that results in
deep meaningful learning, it may be that they sometimes yield short-term surface learning. This notion that
experiential learning activities in and of themselves do not always produce. Meaningful learning is explored by
examining the learning processes evoked by the activity. Evidence is presented that suggests those students who
completed the four stages of the experiential learning cycle utilized a deeper approach to learning and perceived
they learned more, in contrast to abbreviated learning cycles that produced a surface approach to learning.
Examining the mediating effect of students’ approaches to learning may explain the varied nature of experiential
learning activities even though the short-term learning outcomes seem to have been achieved. Implications for the
classroom as well as the scholarship of teaching and learning are provided.

INTRODUCTION

Engaging students in the learning process and in-
creasing their educational responsibility through the use
of experiential learning activities is a growing trend in
marketing education and is advocated by the recent
AACSB accreditation standards. Experiential learning
can be a powerful pedagogy for teaching marketing’s
broad body of concepts, principles, and analytics by
internalizing theory through guided practice. Experien-
tial-based pedagogical articles involving living cases
(LeCair and Stottinger 1999), service learning (Schwartz
and Fontenot 2007), interactive web-based cases (Owen
1999), integrating practitioners into the course (Linrud
and Hall 1999), students as consultants (Kumcu and
Kumcu 1998), e-ventures (Dilts et al. 2007), and an entire
special issue of the Journal of Marketing Education
(April 2000) have been devoted to experiential learning
techniques, purporting to motivate learners and improve
skills.

However, even the originator of experiential learn-
ing theory, John Dewey (1933), acknowledged that expe-
rience in and of itself is not always educative. Most
recently project-related learning was not found to be
related to learning retention implying that projects may
represent a hit-or-miss method of learning (Bacon and
Stewart 2006). Successful completion of problem-solv-
ing tasks was found not to be a valid indicator of students’
conceptual understanding of underlying concepts in the
sciences (McDermott and Shaffer 1992), and service-
learning experiences devoid of explicit reflection may
not foster academic learning (Sheckley, Allen, and Keeton
1993). In fact, if students do not think seriously about

their experiences, their experiences may reinforce ste-
reotypes and incorrect suppositions (Glenn and Nelson
1988). Eisenstein and Hutchinson (2006) draw the con-
clusion that “Contrary to popular wisdom, compared
with traditional learning, experiential learning is likely to
be a risky proposition because it can be either accurate
and efficient or errorful and biased.” To successfully
learn from experiential activities, the learning process
must be rigorously planned to incorporate multiple as-
pects of the learning cycle. Therefore, it is important to
understand how experiential learning activities can sup-
port and enhance learning environments if we are to
deploy them effectively. Scholarly evaluation is the key
to developing a better understanding of the many inten-
tional and inadvertent aspects of experiential activities
that can positively or negatively affect the learning pro-
cess. The purpose of this article is to present and test an
evaluation model for experiential learning activities based
on an integration of two widely used learning theories:
Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (1984) and the
Student Approaches to Learning Theory (Briggs 1987).

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR
EVALUATION

Faculty’s decisions on the type of learning objec-
tives and the classroom pedagogy they incorporate, such
as experiential learning activities, reflect an underlying
educational philosophy based on corresponding learning
theories. These activities, often loosely structured expe-
riential activities (Hamer 2000) are broader in scope, are
completed over a longer period of time and give students
greater control over what they learn than do more tradi-
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tionally based pedagogies, e.g., lectures and exams. These
types of experiential learning activities fit into the frame-
work of Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Theory
which states that “learning is the process whereby knowl-
edge is created through the transformation of experi-
ence.” Kolb’s Theory, however, does not answer the
question of how well, from the students’ perspective, the
learning activity provides opportunity for the completion
of each of the four essential stages of Kolb’s learning
cycle.

By incorporating the Student Approaches to Learn-
ing Theory (Biggs 1987) to this framework, we can better
understand how the experiential learning environment
affects the learning process by looking at student motiva-
tion and types of learning strategies. These two theories
also allow us to examine students’ perceptions of their
learning gained through the experiential activity.

Experiential Learning Theory

Kolb’s experiential learning theory (1984) provides
a conceptual model and practical framework for design-
ing, implementing, and evaluating marketing education
pedagogy. As previously noted, Kolb defines experien-
tial learning as a “process whereby knowledge is created
through the transformation of experience” (p. 38), which
suggests that learning occurs through a sequence of four
steps that create a learning cycle as depicted in Figure 1.
These four steps include concrete experiences, reflective
observation, abstract conceptualization, and active ex-

perimentation. Concrete experiences are the basis for
subsequent reflections which are assimilated and dis-
tilled into abstract concepts from which new implications
for action can be drawn. These implications can be
actively tested and serve as guides in creating new expe-
rience (Kolb et al. 2000). While learning can start at any
step in the learning cycle with an individual’s preference
of where to start based on his/her preferred learning style
(i.e., diverger, assimulator, converger, accomendator),
learning is most effective when all four steps are com-
pleted (Kolb 1981).

As indicated in Figure 1, the two stages of concrete
experience and abstract conceptualization involve knowl-
edge acquisition while reflective observation and active
experimentation involve knowledge transformation. More
specifically, concrete experiences correspond to knowl-
edge acquisition through sensory perceptions and direct
practical experiences with the world, i.e., experiential
activities, and it provides the basis for the learning
process. These experiences provide “knowledge by ac-
quaintance” and are designed to engage and motivate as
well as evoke some affective (feeling) aspect toward the
experience. The more personally relevant the experience,
the more likely the students’ minds and emotions will be
engaged. Activities that provide students with concrete
experiences include cases, simulations, in-class demon-
strations, lectures with anecdotes, videos, discussion of
experiences, and current news articles. Concrete experi-
ences gained through these activities allow students’ to
bridge a perceived gap between their academic learning

FIGURE 1
EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING CYCLE (KOLB, 1984)

 

Concrete 
Experience 

Reflective 
Observation 

Active 
Experimentation 

Abstract 
Conceptualization 

K
now

ledge 
A

cquisition 
 

Knowledge 
Transformation 

Adopted from Kolb (1984).



30 Journal for Advancement of Marketing Education – Volume 13, Winter 2008

and the “real world.” Similarly, knowledge can also be
acquired through abstract conceptualization (“knowl-
edge about something”) in which the learners broaden
their learning by integrating theories and concepts into
the process. In this stage, learners are asked to transform
their experiences from the concrete to a more symbolic
system through the use of model-building assignments,
critiques of models and theories and concept mapping.

Reflective observation, defined as the intentional
consideration of an experience in light of particular
learning objectives (Hatcher and Bringle 2000) is a
knowledge transformation stage, which creates meaning
through observation and inward reflection upon previ-
ously acquired knowledge and concentrates on what the
experience means to the individual. Careful objective
reflection through a variety of perspectives allows the
learner to objectively analyze their experiences and how
they relate to other experiences as well as how these
experiences can be integrated into further learning stages.
Activities which encourage reflection include personal
journals, directed writings, structured classroom discus-
sion, along with self-assessment techniques. The last
stage, active experimentation, which also involves knowl-
edge transformation, focuses on the external interaction
with the environment and involves testing or use of
concepts/theories in practice. While concrete experi-
ences involved classroom activities, active experimenta-
tion allows learners to test concepts through “real world”
activities such as fieldwork, projects, “active” case stud-
ies, simulations, labs, and consulting projects. The em-
phasis is on “doing,” with learners integrating theories,
concepts, or processes with these “real world” activities
to create practical outcomes. The purpose of active ex-
perimentation is to move inactive learners – possibly both
physically and mentally – into more active and involved
learners.

Creating an encouraging learning environment that
engages and motivates students, while focusing on cur-
riculum concepts, is the essences of the four stages of
Kolb’s experiential learning cycle. Turning experiences
and experimentation into educational activities that teach
the curriculum’s conceptual knowledge is a task that
must be well planned and explicitly incorporated into the
teaching pedagogy, however, for deep learning to occur.

Student Approaches to Learning Theory

The second theory discussed in this paper, Student
Approaches to Learning theory, emphasized the context
or learning environment in which learning takes place
and its effect on the level of learning that occurs as a
result. Marton and Saljo (1976) identified two discrete
approaches that students followed when performing nor-
mal learning tasks such as reading academic articles. In
their phenomenographic study of learning, one group of
students actively sought the meaning of the reading

assignment by evaluating the evidence presented and the
conclusions drawn and then related the main points of the
article to their own previous knowledge and experience.
Students who concentrated on the underlying purpose
and meaning of the article were classified as using a deep
approach to learning. It was surmised that deep learning
approaches facilitated not only the ability to understand
the material but also to apply the information that was
learned. In contrast, the other group of students focused
on facts and ideas to memorize what they thought was
important and what they would be required to reproduce
at the end of the activity. This surface approach to
learning did allow the students to give details from the
readings, but they failed to grasp the main principles from
the article. While surface learning satisfies course re-
quirements, it is a relatively passive approach and uses
low-level cognitive skills which don’t require the thought-
ful reflection needed to encourage greater learning. While
it may result in good memorization of terms and con-
cepts, it is less helpful in providing deeper understanding
of the material or how the information is applied. See
Biggs (1987) and Kember and Leung (1998) for a com-
plete discussion of the underlying theory of students’
approaches to learning a limited overview of the theory is
described here.

Since Marton and Saljo’s initial work, the two learn-
ing approaches, i.e., deep and surface, have been de-
scribed as differing on the degree of motivation and
strategy involved in the learning process. These two
elements are interrelated: motivation refers to the reasons
why students approach their learning tasks, while strat-
egy refers to how they approach the accomplishment of
the learning task. With regarding to motivation, the basic
theory suggests that surface and deep learning approaches
to reflect learners’ extrinsic and intrinsic motivation
respectively (Biggs 1999). That is, extrinsic motivation
involves performing an activity to attain some separable
outcome such as a grade or teacher’s approval. Surface
learners focus on the demands of assessment and try to
provide what the task requires, thus exhibiting extrinsic
motivation. Conversely, intrinsic motivation occurs when
students complete a task because it’s interesting and/or
challenging rather than for just the outcome or reward
that is gained. Biggs (1987) integrated these two concepts
and developed a Study Process Questionnaire to measure
students’ approaches to learning. Applications of the
theory and questionnaire have been undertaken in several
different cultural settings including Asian (Kember and
Leung 1998), African (Watkins and Mboya 1997), and
Western (Andrews et al. 1994).

So why does one learning style occur rather than the
other? Surface learning is more likely to occur when
learning is isolated from practice or “real-world” (Atherton
2005). Concurrently, surface learners tend to be highly
dependent on the lecturer for learning and stick only to
the assigned readings. Moreover, surface-level motiva-
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tion is positively related to their surface-level study
strategies, for example, learning strategies such as rote
memorization or rehearsal are used for the purpose of
performing well on an exam or completing assignments
without thinking about the purpose or relating it to
broader contexts. Learning tends to be very compartmen-
talized and consists mainly of isolated facts that aren’t
linked together by the learner. In contrast, deep learners
are eager to go beyond the syllabus and acquire new
knowledge on subjects they thought were interesting.
The strategies here are focused on understanding and
incorporating critical thinking, reflection, elaboration,
and organization type activities to comprehend the mate-
rial or experience. These study strategies provide satis-
faction from understanding a subject and are stimulated
by intrinsic motivation.

Interestingly, student approaches to learning are not
thought to be stable dispositions. It is possible for the
same student to use surface and deep approaches when
processing material within a course or across courses.
Thus, we find that student motivation and learning strat-
egies are sensitive to contextual variables in the teaching
and learning environment (Kember et al. 1997). Biggs
(1999) suggests that the generic aim of good teaching is
to encourage students to utilize a deep approach to
learning and to discourage the use of a surface approach
to learning. Student approaches to learning, i.e., deep and
surface learning, which describes the learning process,
seems appropriate for assessing and tracking the educa-
tional pedagogies used in the classroom.

HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

With support from the pedagogical literature, we
propose the following definition and hypotheses. First,
we use the Educational Resource Information Center’s
(2006) definition of learning as “the process of acquiring
knowledge, attitudes, or skills from study, instruction, or
experience” to form the dependent variable students’
perception of learning. We broaden this definition of
learning to include the deep learning approach, which
incorporates higher cognitive strategies and intrinsic
motivation which have been empirically linked to higher
quality of learning and positive academic outcomes
(Ainley 1993; Das, Naglieri, and Murphy 1995; Hwang
and Vrongistinos 2002). The above literature provides
evidence of a positive relationship between deep
approaches to learning and “objective” course outcomes
as well. In addition, we supplement this evidence with
our discussions with students that suggest that students
do recognize when they are or are not actually learning
regardless of their course grade/performance. Therefore,
we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1a: Deep approaches to learning will be
positively associated with students’ perceived learn-
ing.

Hypothesis 1b: Surface approaches to learning will
be negatively associated with students’ perceived
learning.
Experiences that provide multiple opportunities and

ways to acquire knowledge (experience and
conceptualization) and transform knowledge (reflection
and experimentation) can accommodate different learn-
ing styles. Students employing a balanced learning pro-
file in both dimensions tend to be more sophisticated
(deep approach) learners (Kolb, Boyatzis, and Mainemelis
2000). Kolb (1981) also states that learning is most
effective when all four states of the learning cycle are
completed. Therefore, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2a: Experiential learning activities that
incorporate all stages of the learning cycle will be
positively related to a deep approach to learning.
Hypothesis 2b: Experiential learning activities that
incorporate all stages of the learning cycle will be
negatively related to a surface approach to learning.
The learning climate’s (instructor, learning, and per-

formance) effect on self-regulated learning strategies
was found to be mediated by students’ cognitions and
motivations (Young 2005). Consistent with Dewey’s
(1933) statement that experience in and of itself is not
always educative, we hypothesize that unless the experi-
ence motivates and stimulates deeper level learning strat-
egies, students will not perceive they have learned some-
thing from the activity. Only indirectly through the ef-
fects on students’ approaches to learning will the experi-
ential activity affect students’ perception of learning.
Therefore, our third hypothesis is:

Hypothesis 3: Students’ approach to learning medi-
ates the effect the experiential learning activity will
have on students’ perception of learning.

METHOD

Background and Context

Principles of Marketing courses taught by three
different professors were used in this research study.
Departmental goals for these courses were twofold: (1)
develop students’ declarative knowledge focusing on the
terms/concepts and frameworks central to marketing and
(2) enhance students’ procedural knowledge skills by
incorporating a decision making component, e.g., a mar-
keting plan, into the course which utilized the above
concepts and frameworks. Additionally, the three in-
structors shared the objective of accomplishing these two
goals in the context of experiential learning in which the
students were actively engaged and co-responsible for
their learning.

To accomplish the above goals, each of the instruc-
tors deployed semester-long experiential learning activi-
ties, along with lectures, mini-assignments, and exams.
These experiential leaning activities included a personal
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marketing plan, a marketing simulation, and a “hands on”
project consisting of a bake sale, all of which met the
common course goals and the instructors’ desire to im-
prove the learning process. One section incorporated the
writing of a personal marketing plan following the Brand
You manual (Harris-Tuck 2006), two sections completed
an on-line computer simulation Market Share (Deighan
et al. 2006), and the fourth section wrote and imple-
mented a marketing plan for the bake sale project.

Data Collection

The data used to test the experiential learning evalu-
ation framework (see Figure 1) was collected at the end
of the semester long experiential learning activities by
means of an on-line survey. Three different classes of
Principles of Marketing representing the three different
pedagogies described above provided a total sample 167
completed responses, see Table 1. Demographically, the
sample consisted of traditional undergraduates; 58 per-
cent male and 42 percent female; 18 percent marketing
majors or minors, with the remaining majors in one of the
other College of Business areas; 72 percent with grade
point averages in the range of 2.5 – 3.5; and the majority
(77%) were sophomores and juniors. The researchers/
authors were the instructors for the four sections assessed
in this study.

Measures

Students responded to a five-section on-line self-
report questionnaire with scales for each of the major
variables grouped together with individual items ran-
domly ordered within the scale. For consistency, scales
were modified so they were presented in the first person
and referenced the specific learning activity used in each
particular class. All items and sections of the question-
naire are presented in Tables 1–4.

Experiential Learning Stages. The four stages of
Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory formed the

foundation of the questionnaire describing the experien-
tial learning activity. While scales were available to
assess individual learning styles based on preferences for
the different stages in the experiential learning cycle, a
scale that evaluated the learning experience on all four
stages of the learning cycle was unavailable. Therefore,
we developed a scale specifically to capture students’
perceptions of how well an experiential learning activity
included each of the four stages of the experiential
learning cycle.

The development of the experiential learning stages
scale began with a clear definition of the scope of the
latent variable, i.e., experiential learning (Educational
Resource Information Center 2006), which is conceptu-
alized as a continuous process whereby knowledge is
created through the transformation of experience through
the four stages portrayed in Figure 1. Thus, concrete
experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptual-
ization, and active experimentation form the four sub-
dimensions of the overall scale. Next, items used as
indicators for each of these sub-dimensions were speci-
fied to ensure coverage of the entire scope of the experi-
ential learning stages. A pool of items was generated by
reviewing the literature on experiential learning (e.g.,
Kolb’s Learning Styles Inventory (1981) and Kember et
al. (2000) Level of Reflective Thinking scale). The items
were then circulated among the three authors in an
iterative process of categorizing and clarifying the word-
ing of each item until we had a consensus of three
representative items for each of the four stages. The
twelve items were then modified to reflect the specific
experiential learning activity to be assessed and mea-
sured on a five-point completely agree/disagree scale.
The scale was then pre-tested with a class of twenty-one
Marketing 101 students. After the students completed the
questionnaire, a debriefing session with the respondents
revealed that they clearly understood the wording and the
meaning of the items.

A factor analysis of the pre-test data produced one
factor and a coefficient alpha of .93 for the total scale and

TABLE 1
STUDENT DEMOGRAPHICS OF PRINCIPLES OF MARKETING SECTIONS

% Marketing % GPA % Sophomore/
Section n % Male Major/Minor 2.5 – 3.5 Junior

Personal Marketing Plan 39 56% 10% 72% 74%

Bake Sale 40 63% 25% 60% 83%

imulation 88 56% 17% 77% 76%

Overall 167 58% 18% 72% 77%
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alphas ranging from .72 to .86 for the four sub-dimen-
sions. The items for the experiential learning stages
scales are presented in Table 2 along with their coeffi-
cient scores. This principle component factor analysis
produced one primary factor using the eigenvalue greater
than one criteria and the single factor accounted for 66
percent of the variance. The overall scale’s coefficient
alpha was .95 with each of the subscales alphas in the
eighty percent plus range (see Table 2). Although the
experiential learning scale appears unidimensional in
that it is measuring learning, the separation out of the
subscales allow for conceptual clarity and also provide
faculty a tool for diagnosing the meaning of the overall
evaluation. The correlations and descriptive statistics for
this study’s Principles of Marketing experiential learning
activities are reported in Table 5.

Student’s Approaches to Learning Scale. Biggs,
Kember, and Leung’s (2001) revised two-factor Study
Process Questionnaire was used to measure student’s
approaches to learning. Biggs initially developed the
questionnaire in 1987 and through extensive application
and revision now provides a 20-item scale. The 2001
analysis of the scale reported that the two factor model
(deep approaches and surface approaches) provided a
good fit to the data. Their data for the Deep Approach
dimension, which consisted of a composite of two sub-

dimensions motivation (5-items, α = .62) and strategy (5-
items, α = .63) produced a coefficient alpha of .73. Their
Surface Approach dimension, with the same two sub-
dimensions motivation (5-items, α = .72) and strategy (5-
items, α = .57) had an alpha of .64. Per the scale develop-
ers’ recommendation, we modified the items to focus on
the experiential learning activity for the current research.
This modified Student Approaches to Learning scale’s
items appear in Table 3.

As indicated in Table 3, the scale proved to be
reliable, with a coefficient alpha of .88 for the items
measuring Deep learning and a .85 for the items measur-
ing Surface learning. In addition, a two-factor confirma-
tory factor model was fitted to the data and yielded an
adequate fit for the model with a comparative fit index of
.99, a chi-square minimum ratio of .002, and a standard-
ized root mean squared residual approximation of .000.
Furthermore, the Biggs et al. (2001) results showed a
correlation between Deep and Surface Approaches to be
a -.23, which was consistent with the -.15 correlation
from this data set. These results indicate that the scale and
its sub-dimensions adequately capture the two approaches
to learning constructs.

Student’s Perceived Learning. Student’s percep-
tion of their learning was measured using two scales
utilized by Young et al. (2003) in work on enhancing

TABLE 2
MEASURES OF EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING STAGES

Experiential Learning Stages (Four Sub Dimensions Combined ααααα = .95)

Sub Dimension: Concrete Experience (α = .87)
This activity provided me with a direct practical experience to help understand the course concepts.
This activity gave me a concrete experience that helped me learn the class material.
This activity presented me with a “real world” experience related to this course.

Sub Dimension: Reflective Observation (α = .85)
This activity assisted me in thinking about what the course material really means to me.
This activity helped me relate my personal experiences to the content of this course.
This activity aided me in connecting the course content with things I learned in the past.

Sub Dimension: Abstract Conceptualization (α = .83)
This activity required me to think how to correctly use the terms and concepts from this class.
This activity caused me to think how the class concepts were inter-related.
This activity made me organize the class concepts into a meaningful format.

Sub Dimension: Active Experimentation (α = .84)
This activity made it possible for me to try things out for my self.
This activity permitted me to actively test my ideas of how the course material can be applied.
This activity allowed me to experiment with the course concepts in order to understand them.

NOTE: Scale used a 5-point completely agree/disagree scale. “This activity” was replaced with the specific
activity being evaluated, e.g., “Brand You Personal Marketing Plan.” N = 167.
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learning outcomes. Table 4 displays the items in the two
scales with the first 5-item scale measuring students’
perception of their knowledge and skills gained from the
experiential learning activity and the second scale mea-
suring the pedagogical affect or attitude toward the learn-
ing activity. The attitude scale uses a 7-point semantic
differential scale anchored with four adjectives origi-
nally developed by Mitchell and Olsen (1981). Young
reported coefficient alphas of .89 for perceived knowl-
edge/skills and .80 for attitudes along with a two-factor

principles components analysis solution. The current
study produced alphas of .89 and .98 respectively, but
only one factor was extracted with principle components
analysis. These results indicate that the overall coeffi-
cient alpha for the combined scale was .95. Therefore, the
overall scale and its two sub-dimensions provide good
internal reliability. As a final check of the measurement
model, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis
utilizing the two sub-scales of perceived learning and the
four sub-scales of experiential learning stages. The data

TABLE 3
MEASURES OF STUDENTS’ APPROACHES TO LEARNING

Deep Approach to Learning (Motivation and Strategy) (ααααα = .88)

Sub Dimension: Deep Motivation (α = .87)
This course activity gave me a feeling of deep personal satisfaction.
This course activity helped me create questions that I wanted answered.
This course activity made me work hard because I found the material interesting.
This course activity was at times as exciting as a good novel or movie.
This course activity was interesting once I got into it.

Sub Dimension: Deep Strategies (α = .75)
This course activity provided me with enough work on the topic so I could form my own conclusions.
This course activity caused me to look at most of the suggested readings that pertained to the activity.
This course activity caused me to spend time relating its topics to other topics which have been discussed
in different classes.
This course activity allowed me to test myself on important topics until I understood them completely.
This course activity’s topics were interesting and I often spent extra time trying to obtain more
information about them.

Surface Approach to Learning (Motivation and Strategy) (ααααα = .85)

Sub Dimension: Surface Motivation (α = .83)
For this course activity it was not helpful to study topics in depth because all you needed was a passing
acquaintance with topics.
I was able to get by in this course activity by memorizing key sections rather than trying to understand
them.
For this course activity there was no point in learning material which was not likely to be on the exam.
I did not find this course activity very interesting so I kept my work to a minimum.
My aim for this course activity was to complete it while doing as little work as possible.

Sub Dimension: Surface Strategies (α = .69)
This course activity suggests the best way to pass exams is to try to remember answers to likely test
questions.
I believe that the instructor shouldn’t expect me to spend significant amounts of time on this course
activity if it’s not on an exam.
For this class activity I restricted my study to what was specifically required as it was unnecessary to do
anything extra.
For this course activity I learned things by going over and over them until I knew them by heart even if
I did not understand them.
For this course activity I only applied what was given in class or on the course outline.

NOTE: Scale used a 5-point completely agree/disagree scale. N = 167.
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fit the model well as indicated by the fit statistics: com-
parative fit index of .996, a chi-square minimum ratio of
1.41 and a standardized root mean squared residual
approximation of .05. Thus, the evidence suggests the
scales are appropriate for operationalizing and testing the
proposed assessment model.

RESULTS

The proposed model and the hypothesized relation-
ships were examined with structural equation modeling.
AMOS (Small Waters Corporation 1999) software was
used to estimate the model’s parameters and to assess the

TABLE 4
MEASURES OF STUDENTS’ PERCEIVED LEARNING

Perceived Learning Scale (Both sub dimensions combined ααααα = .95)

Sub Dimension: Perceived Knowledge and Skills (α = .89)
Evaluate the activity on . . .

. . . the knowledge you gained.

. . . the skills you developed.

. . . the effort you expended.

. . . your ability to apply the material.

. . . your desire to learn more about this subject.

Sub Dimension: Attitude Toward Activity (α = .98)
Overall, I thought the activity was:

Useful/Useless
Effective/Ineffective
Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory
Good/Bad

NOTE: Scale used for Perceived Knowledge/Skills was a 6-point extremely high/low scale and the Attitude
scale used a 7-point semantic differential scale. N = 167.

TABLE 5
CORRELATIONS AND DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS OF SUBSCALES

CE RO AC AE DM DS SM SS K/S AT

Concrete Experience
Reflective Observation .85*
Abstract Conceptualization .78* .78*
Active Experimentation .81* .80* .81*
Deep Motivation .77* .74* .66* .70*
Deep Strategy .62* .64* .66* .63* .70*
Surface Motivation -.21* -.23* -.25* -.29* -.15* -.19*
Surface Strategy -.14 -.16* -.19* -.25* -.05 -.06 .63*
Knowledge/Skills .59* .60* .60* .60* .63* .67* -.30* -.14
Attitude .69* .67* .69* .67* .70* .68* -.29* -.10 .80*

M 7.2 7.6 7.4 7.1 14.4 13.9 18.1 17.1 18.1 13.3
SD 2.7 2.5 2.5 2.6 4.0 3.1 3.6 2.9 5.5 6.7
# items 3 3 3 3 5 5 5 5 5 4
α .87 .85 .83 .84 .87 .75 .83 .69 .89 .98

NOTE: *Statistically significant at .05, N = 167.
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adequacy of the model fit. The extent to which the model
is a good fit to the data was measured by three fit statistics.
Carmines and McIver (1981, p. 80) recommend a relative
chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio (CMIN) and
suggest that a value of less than 3 is indicative of an
acceptable fit. In addition, Hu and Bentler (1999) suggest
a two-index fit strategy relying on the comparative fit
index (CFI) and the standardized root mean squared
residuals (SRMSR). The rule of thumb for acceptable fits
based on these two indices is that values of CFI above .95
and SRMSR of less than .08 would indicate a reasonable
fit of the data to the hypothesized model.

The standardized solution for the model tested is
shown in Figure 2. The fit indices were CMIN = .1.65,
CFI = .985, and SRMSR = .063 indicating the hypoth-
esized model is an acceptable fit to the data. All of the
parameter estimates displayed are significant at the .05
level. It should be noted the negative correlation between
Deep and Surface Approaches was not statistically sig-
nificant and, therefore, is not displayed in the model. In
addition gender, grade point average, major, and credit
hours were controlled for in a separate analysis of the data
utilizing Path Analysis. Consistent with the results re-
ported by Sachs, Law, and Chan (2003) none of these
control variables’ effects were statistically significant;
therefore, they are also excluded from the structural
equation modeling.

The squared multiple correlation coefficient for Per-
ceived Learning with Deep and Surface Approaches to
Learning and Experiential Learning Stages is .79 indicat-
ing a significant percent of the variance is being ac-
counted for or explained by the independent variables.
The path coefficient between a Deep Approach to Learn-
ing and Perceived Learning is .86 suggesting that stu-
dents who find the experiential activity intrinsically
motivating and utilize more cognitive learning skills
perceive they learn more and they have a positive attitude
toward the learning experience, supporting Hypothesis
1a. In addition, the -.12 coefficient for the Surface Ap-
proach to Learning effect on Perceived Learning is also
consistent with Hypothesis 1b in that students who com-
plete the activity for extrinsic reasons and utilize memo-
rization or low level cognitive skills don’t think they
learned much and don’t value the learning experience.
These findings are consistent with Dewey’s (1933) state-
ment that experience in and of itself is not always educa-
tive and Bacon and Stewart’s (2006) conclusion that
projects can be a hit-or-miss method of learning. Thus,
Hypotheses 1a and 1b are supported.

Higher scores on the Experiential Learning Stages
scale indicate greater completion of all four learning
stages which theoretically should result in greater learn-
ing. The .90 coefficient from Experiential Learning Stages
to Deep Approaches to Learning suggests that experi-
ences that incorporate the full aspect of the learning cycle

may create greater intrinsic motivation and stimulate the
use of deeper cognitive learning strategies which in turn
results in higher perceived learning and more favorable
attitudes, supporting Hypothesis 2a. Conversely when
the experience motivates the students to simply complete
the task as a requirement/grade, which suggests they do
just what it takes to complete the task, they recognize the
lack of learning and form less favorable attitudes toward
the activity. The -.22 coefficient between Experiential
Learning Stages and Surface Approaches to Learning
further supports Hypothesis 2b and indicates the impor-
tance of well-designed experiences to produce the in-
tended learning outcomes.

Hypothesis 3 states that the effect of the experiential
learning activity on Perceived Learning will be mediated
by Students’ Approaches to Learning. The significant
coefficients displayed in Figure 2 and discussed previ-
ously establish two of the three conditions (Baron and
Kenny 1986) for a mediated effect of the activity. The
third condition necessary for establishing a mediated
effect is that there is no significant direct path between
Experiential Learning Stages and Perceived Learning.
To test this condition, we fitted the model in Figure 2 with
a direct path between Experiential Learning Stages and
Perceived Learning, which resulted in an insignificant
(p = .67) direct path coefficient (-.10). These results
support Hypothesis 3 and the conclusion that the experi-
ential activity only indirectly affects Perceived Learning.

DISCUSSION

These findings suggest that experiential learning
activities should be systematically assessed to insure that
the desired learning processes and outcomes are being
achieved. Designing experiential activities that explicitly
incorporate all four stages of the learning cycle, as well
as creating experiences that are intrinsically motivating
to students, seem to be the foundation for stimulating the
use of deeper cognitive learning processes and meaning-
ful learning. Particularly interesting to this discussion is
that neither students’ perception of learning nor their
approaches to learning were significantly correlated with
their standardized multiple-choice exam scores. Peng
and Bettens (2002) report similar findings which may
suggest that short-term objective learning outcomes may
be the result of either deep cognitive learning or surface
level learning. Thus, understanding the learning process
may be the key to understanding why students who
perform well on class outcome measures rapidly forget
over time as reported by Bacon and Stewart (2006).
Where as we do not have direct longitudinal data to
support the above contention, we can report a one percent
improvement on the Educational Testing Service’s mar-
keting exam taken by our College of Business students
following the implementation of our experiential learn-
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ing activities. These results support Bacon and Stewart’s
(2006) recommendation to “develop a pedagogy that
requires deep learning early and often.”

The results of this study provide empirical support
for the theoretical relationships between experiential
learning theory and students’ approaches to learning
theory. It suggests two things. First, students who per-
ceived greater learning incorporated Kolb’s learning
stages in the learning process, i.e., linking an experiential
activity with past experiences as well as academic con-
tent along with reflective exercises. Second, they were
more intrinsically motivated and utilized deeper learning
strategies, which can result not only in the perception that
they learned more but they also seemed to enjoy the
learning more. This conclusion is consistent with Young’s
(2005) findings that motivation plays a key role in stimu-
lating deep cognitive learning strategies and self-regu-
lated learning. These findings also provide support for
the appropriateness of incorporating the experiential
learning evaluation framework, in Figure 2, into class-
room assessment to insure the student perspective of the
learning process is represented along with faculty assess-
ment and traditional outcome assessment.

IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This research evaluated experiential learning activi-
ties for the purpose of improving the learning process in
the classroom. Findings from this study support Dewey’s
(1953) conclusion that experiential learning activities in
and of themselves do not always produce meaningful
learning. From the findings of our research, we recom-
mend the following.

First, evaluate the learning process along with the
learning outcomes. Relying on traditional learning out-
comes such as exams, end of semester projects, etc. limits
the instructor’s ability to adequately assess outcomes in
order to provide direction for improvement. What is
unknown from this process is the meaning of the out-
come: was low performance due to lack of motivation
and effort or insufficient knowledge and skills, was high
performance based on the use of surface learning strate-
gies that may result in satisfactory short-term perfor-
mance but actually lacks long-term meaningful learning
and so on? An assessment of the learning process allows
the instructor to see beyond the surface of the learning
outcome and can assist in improving the learning process
to produce the desire level of performance. Finally, while
the evaluation framework presented in this study seems
appropriate for experiential based learning activities, it
can be modified for differing learning situations, such as
those based on an alternative learning theory such as
humanistic, cognitive, behavioral, etc.

Secondly, provide opportunities for students to en-
gage in all four stages of the experiential learning cycle.
The results from this study suggest that experiential

learning activities that incorporated all four stages of the
learning cycle led to a deeper approach to learning and a
reporting of a higher level of perceived learning and more
favorable attitudes by students. Recall that Bacon and
Stewart (2006) demonstrated that students’ consumer
behavior knowledge was retained longer when learned at
a deeper level. To encourage deeper meaningful learn-
ing, faculty should design comprehensive learning ac-
tivities that allow for concrete experiences, reflective
observation, abstract conceptualization, and active ex-
perimentation. The different activities required in these
stages should motivate students and allow for a variety of
cognitive skills, thus encouraging them to acquire and
transform the more concrete experiences, as well as
abstract concepts and models, into meaningful informa-
tion. Thus, it facilitates multiple learning styles but also
requires that the hands-on experience is interpreted in a
minds-on manner; see Young (2002) for references to
examples of experiential learning pedagogies.

Third, in accordance with the above recommenda-
tions, actively seek to incorporate activities that will
stimulate deeper level learning in the classroom. Open-
ended assignments can be effective, particularly when
using “real life” topics that require mental organization,
manipulation, and integration of information. Thomas
(2003) provides an example of using student postings to
on-line discussion board forums as a method of creating
a social context which allows students to view models of
thinking and writing as well as to reflect on their own
ideas and writing. She also indicates the public postings
may stimulate greater student effort because the assign-
ment is viewed by their peers. Requiring students to
organize the material in this activity is facilitated by using
a cycle of writing, editing and re-writing the assignments.
Requiring students to reflect on lessons learned from the
experience helps to relate the experience to course mate-
rial and theory, and thus validates that correct knowledge
is being generated. As previously stated, if learning is left
to experience alone, the knowledge generated maybe
inaccurate as Eisenstein and Huthchson (2006) have
documented with marketing managers use of “action-
based” learning.

RESEARCH LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE
RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES

The framework for evaluating experiential learning
activities and the use of positivistic methods to examine
it suggest limitations in the more traditional sense of
sampling issues, measurement validation, and the ability
to generalize the findings. Therefore, we explicitly rec-
ognized the need for replication at other institutions as
well as the additional need to validate and further develop
the measurement scales. Second, extending the evalua-
tion framework to incorporate other learning theories and
examine their effect on the learning process will allow for
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further advancement of this area of research. Finally,
exploring the effect of the learning process in a longitu-
dinal format will enhance knowledge of creating learning
activities to produce long-term meaningful learning. As

we found, the evaluation framework tested in this study
suggests the necessity and importance of well-designed
learning experiences to stimulate desired learning pro-
cesses that produce meaningful outcomes.
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THE COMPARISON AND TESTING OF A HYBRID-
WIKI COURSE

J. Michael Weber, Mercer University

ABSTRACT

The purpose of this paper is to introduce the concept of the Wiki as a technology and educational supplement
for the classroom. In addition, the study compared learning outcomes and student satisfaction between a traditional
brick and mortar course, an online course, and a Hybrid-wiki course. The results indicate that the Hybrid-Wiki
course provided the highest level of learning outcomes and course satisfaction among the three formats. The Wiki
provides a creative and collaborative learning environment that facilitates many of the practical applications being
experienced in the online marketing environment.

INTRODUCTION

Are we (i.e., Marketing Educators) ready for the
Wiki? Are we utilizing the most collaborative tools and
techniques that foster both learning and skills develop-
ment? The students are actively engaged in the online
environment via blogs, podcasts, webinars, Youtube,
Facebook, Myspace, etc., so it seems that their educa-
tional environment should borrow from this fascinating
and collaborative environment. The Wiki provides this
interactive and collaborative environment. It is interest-
ing to think that our students are engaging in a new type
of writing that can be considered online writing, which
entails designing web sites, writing weblogs, and creat-
ing and managing Wikis. New writers are redefining
writing online, creating new forms and approaches for
new audiences.

The Wiki can be described as a combination of a
Web site and a Word document. At its simplest, it can be
read just like any other web site, with no access privileges
necessary (access restrictions are recommended for edu-
cational endeavors), but its real power lies in the fact that
groups can collaboratively work on the content of the site
using nothing but a standard web browser. Beyond this
ease of editing, the second powerful element of a Wiki is
its ability to keep track of the history of a document as it
is revised. Since users come to one place to edit, the need
to keep track of Word files and compile edits is elimi-
nated. Each time a person makes changes to a Wiki page,
that revision of the content becomes the current version,
and an older version is stored. Versions of the document
can be compared side-by-side, and edits can be rolled
back if necessary. The Wiki is gaining traction in educa-
tion, as an ideal tool for the increasing amount of collabo-
rative work done by both students and teachers. Students
might use a Wiki to collaborate on a group report,
compile data or share the results of their research, even
help to create their test, while faculty might use the Wiki
to collaboratively author the structure and curriculum of
a course.

(For current and more detailed information on Wikis,
please refer to the following web sites: [http://
en .wik ivers i ty .org]  or  [h t tp : / /www.ibm.com/
developerworks/wikis/display/WEinstructors/Courses]).

Over the last 15 years there has been a proliferation
of courses and programs that have been available over the
World Wide Web. This includes both distance education
and resident student instruction. There are a variety of
technology platforms that have been utilized, such as
Blackboard, WebCT, Web 2.0, and Sharepoint, among
others, and the integration of new technology tools such
as blogs (Levin and Davis 2007). There has also been a
variety of discussions regarding the effectiveness of the
various tools versus traditional brick and mortar delivery
methods (Peltier et al. 2007).

Traditional bricks and mortar courses have a long
history of proving how effective they are through exams,
student evaluations, and student feedback. Yet, there has
been a lingering debate in the literature and halls of
academia as to whether online courses are as effective as
traditional courses (Hansen 2008; Chen and Jones 2007;
Hiltz 1993). This study actually initiates a precursory
investigation into comparing the effectiveness of three
different types of courses. The first type of course is a
Wiki-based course, while the second course is a tradi-
tional brick and mortar courses and the third course is a
Web-based course. In other words, the Wiki course is
positioned as a “hybrid” alternative to the traditional
course and the web-based course. More specifically, this
study investigates if there are differences in learning
across the three course formats and whether there were
any differences in student satisfaction.

LITERATURE REVIEW

When looking at the effectiveness of Web-based and
bricks and mortar formats researchers have found very
different outcomes (Vat 2006). Weber and Lennon (2007)
found that learning outcomes were virtually the same
between traditional brick and mortar classes and web-
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based courses. Vogt, Atwong, and Fuller (2005) found
that students in an advanced business communication
course did achieve a high level of proficiency and they
did so equally in both traditional and online classes. Bata-
Jones and Avery (2004) in research on nursing students
who took a pharmacology course found that there were
no significant differences between the mean exam scores
of students in enrolled in the web-based and traditional
courses. In 2004, Kearns, Shoaf, and Summey found that
students in a Web-based second-degree bachelor of sci-
ence (in Nursing) program scored significantly higher on
the final examination and the comprehensive examina-
tion than did students in the traditional course. Buckley
(2003) found that students in a web-based nutrition
course received a lower mean course evaluation score
than students in a traditional similar course. In 2002,
Maki and Maki found that students in a Web-based
course (psychology) learned more than students in a
bricks and mortar section of the same course. Arbaugh
and Duray (2002) compared two web-based MBA pro-
grams, one with some on-site meetings and the other
totally online. They found that larger class sizes were
negatively associated with perceived learning. Sankaran,
Sankaran, and Bui (2000) researched the amount learned
in Web-based and bricks and mortar versions of an
undergraduate business computer course. No significant
difference in learning gain from pretest to the final exam
was found. Wang and Newlin (2000) compared Web-
based and bricks and mortar sections of a statistics
course. They found that the bricks and mortar students
scored higher on the final exam than did the Web-based
students. Hiltz (1993) compared Web-based and bricks
and mortar sections of several courses and found equal
learning in the Web-based and bricks and mortar section
in almost all courses and superior learning in the Web-
based computer science course.

When looking at level of student satisfaction in
Web-based courses versus bricks and mortar courses
results also varied in the studies we found. Chen and
Jones (2007), Stanley (2006) and Arbaugh (2005) all find
that satisfaction was similar to traditional course delivery
systems. In contrast to theses results, Weber and Lennon
(2007) found that student satisfaction was lower for web-
based classes because there was a disconnect with the
professor and a lack of meaningful collaboration with
their fellow students. Additionally, Kearns, Shoef, and
Summey (2004) found less satisfaction for students in a
Web-based second-degree bachelor of science (in Nurs-
ing) program than the traditional course method. Bata-
Jones and Avery (2004) in research on nursing students
who took a pharmacology course found that students
enrolled in the web-based course were more positive
about their experience than those enrolled in the tradi-
tional course. In 2003, Buckley in her study on students
in nutrition classes had much more neutral findings,
where the students expressed both positive and negative

aspects of the online instruction. In 2002, Wills found
that students seemed to favor an online format for the
teaching of graduate level nursing courses versus the
traditional classroom environment. Maki et al. (2000)
found lower satisfaction in the Web-based than in the
bricks and mortar version of introductory psychology, a
finding replicated by Maki and Maki (2002). Arbaugh
and Duray (2002) in their investigation of Web-based
MBA programs found that more experienced on-line
students tended to be more satisfied with Web-based
delivery mechanisms. They also found that smaller class
sizes were positively associated with satisfaction. Wang
and Newlin (2000) found fairly equivalent satisfaction.
Hiltz (1993) found that satisfaction was high in the Web-
based courses (but did not compare Web-based vs. bricks
and mortar).

While there has been a dutiful amount of research
assessing the degree of effectiveness and satisfaction
with brick and mortar vs. web-based delivery formats,
there appears to be no real consensus as to whether one is
better than the other. That is a fair conclusion in of itself
suggesting that both formats may be appropriate for
differing topics, differing audiences, and differing fac-
ulty. The evidence also seems to suggest that relatively
little if any research has been done which compares a
third type of delivery format, the “hybrid,” which incor-
porates traditional brick and mortar lectures/discussions,
with online technologies such as Wiki. That is the focus
of the study and the premise of the methodology.

METHODOLOGY

Design

For the comparison process, a study was conducted
that measured learning outcomes and student satisfaction
across three different learning platforms. The same course
(MBA level Principles/Foundations of Marketing) was
delivered during three different eight-week sessions. The
course was first delivered as a web-based course (lec-
tures, discussions, evaluations were delivered in modular
format via Blackboard) during the Summer term of 2007.
Then the course was delivered as a traditional brick and
mortar delivery (1st eight-week session of Fall 2007) with
very little web-based ancillaries (the course notes, sylla-
bus, and exam reviews were posted to Blackboard). The
third version of the course was delivered (1st eight-week
session of Spring 2008) as a hybrid model which incor-
porated traditional in-class lectures, online content and
the committed use of the Wiki platform. The goal of the
study was to assess whether there was a difference in
effectiveness and satisfaction between the three delivery
formats. Effectiveness was measured via the following:

1. Learning Achievements
a. Final Exam
b. Semester Project
c. Final Grade in Course
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While satisfaction was measured as:
2. Overall Course Satisfaction

a. With Course
b. With Instructor

The course that was delivered as a web-based section
during the Summer term was advertised as such, and
therefore introduces some self-selection bias in the re-
sults. In regards to the other two sections, there were no
special announcements that one section would have an
alternative technology or delivery format.

As noted before, the web-based section was con-
ducted via the Internet, which meant that all course
lectures and materials were delivered via web-pages
(Blackboard was the delivery format). This used a modu-
lar format which presented information and incorporated
learning activities on a weekly basis that was relevant and
comparable to information being presented in the lecture-
based section (Su 2005). The traditional section of the
course was conducted in a traditional “brick and mortar”
environment with moderate utilization of technology
such as, PowerPoint presentations, TV/VCRs, overhead
projectors, notes posted on Blackboard, etc. It was essen-
tially a lecture-based format in a classroom setting that
met once a week for four hours. Finally, the “hybrid”
course was delivered as a combination of traditional
lectures/discussions, with technology support via Black-
board, and most importantly the inclusion of Wiki capa-
bilities. Wiki (via SocialText Inc.) provided the students
with the opportunity to: (1) easily create simple, collabo-
rative websites; (2) develop projects with peer review;
(3) group author projects; (4) track a group project; (5)
coordinate data collection; (6) develop collaborative pre-
sentations; and (7) contribute to course content and even
help in the development of their own exams.

Demographic Variables

At the beginning of each term, the demographic
variables were measured across each section. The demo-
graphic variables are as follows:

GPA: Student grade point averages were taken
from official University records.

Academic Level: Student academic level was
taken from official class rosters. The students were
categorized as 1st year, 2nd year or imminent gradua-
tion.

Web-Based Experiences in classroom settings:
Information was taken from pretests, indicating stu-
dent self-reported experience with prior web-based
classroom settings.

Perceived Knowledge: Information was taken
from pretests, indicating student self-reported prior
perceived knowledge with the Internet.

Course Format: This is not a measured variable,
but it may influence the dependent variables.
The variables were measured utilizing standard di-

chotomous questions and a series of likert-scale ques-

tions. For instance, experience questions were literally
based on a series of yes/no questions that assessed whether
they had participated in a particular online activity. The
perceived knowledge questions were based on a series of
questions that utilized a 5-point likert-scale, which as-
sessed the degree to which the respondent believed they
had knowledge of the specific issue.

Outcome Variables

At the end of each term, the dependent variables
were measured, based on the following variable descrip-
tions:

Learning Achievement: This information was
taken from the various assignments that students
submitted for the courses, such as the final exam, the
semester project and the overall final grade.

Course Satisfaction: Information was taken from
the student evaluations of the course at the end of the
term.
The measurement procedure for learning achieve-

ment was fairly straightforward as it was based on actual
scores that were achieved by the students. While course
satisfaction was measured utilizing a series of questions
with likert-type scales ranging from “strongly agree” to
“strongly disagree.” These questions are illustrated in
Table 2.

DATA ANALYSIS

The demographic variables are described in detail in
Table 1.

As illustrated in Table 1, the demographic variables
have insignificant differences between the groups. This
is important for establishing predictive validity as we
examine the outcome variables. Multivariate normality
was examined by both a graphical examination of the
data distribution and statistical test for the remaining
items. Histograms of the data distributions of the relative
influence variables did not exhibit departures from nor-
mality. In addition, the skewness and kurtosis statistics of
each of these variables were within an acceptable range
(less than ± 1.96, which corresponds to a .05 error level).
Finally, the Shapiro-Wilke’s test further confirmed that
there were no departures from normality, and that the
distributional characteristics of the data would not influ-
ence the results. In terms of GPA’s, we found that there
was no significant difference in GPA’s between the three
sections. Therefore, we assumed that each section started
with similar academic backgrounds and potential for
learning. The only variable with a notable difference was
group size, because the online group was smaller than the
traditional class.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The following results compare the three delivery
formats utilizing the pre-test and post-tests. The implica-
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TABLE 1
DEMOGRAPHIC VARIABLES

Variables Online Trad. Hybrid Sig-Diff

Enrollment 29 35 34 N/A
Average GPA 3.72 3.75 3.68 Insig.
Gender: Male 19 15 13 N/A

Female 10 20 21 N/A

Academic Level 1st Year 15 21 17 N/A
2nd Year 9 10 14 N/A

Imminent Graduation 5 4 3 N/A
Web-based Perceived Knowledge of Web-Based 2.90 3.07 2.96 Insig.
Experiences Courses

Experience in Online Course 1.98 1.93 1.94 Insig.
Experience with Online Course 1.89 2.00 1.98 Insig.
Components

tions of each question are discussed. The statistical pro-
cedures utilized involved frequency analysis, means analy-
sis, and a t-test to assess significant differences between
means.

Learning Achievement

In terms of learning achievement, we assessed re-
sults on the final exam, results on the semester project,
and overall results in the course. In terms of course
performance, we found that the final course grade was
significantly higher for the hybrid section compared to
the traditional and the online course. In addition, the
hybrid section scored significantly better on the final
exam than the traditional section, and scored signifi-
cantly higher on the final project than the online section.
This is an indication that the students in the hybrid section
performed at a higher level than the students in the
traditional section or the online section.

Course Satisfaction

In order to measure general course satisfaction, there
were eight questions which are evaluations of the course
and instructor, which utilize a 5-point likert type scale
ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.”
The actual questions are illustrated in Table 2. The
general results indicate that there are a variety of differ-
ences between the sections. In general, it can be stated
that the students were satisfied with all measurable com-
ponents of satisfaction across all three sections, but the
study was seeking to determine if there were significant
differences in those perceptions.

The results indicate that hybrid section performed
better than both the traditional and the online sections in
terms of their self-perception of learning and the overall
collaborative environment. The online section was sig-
nificantly lower on the perception that the classroom
environment encourages learning. The online section
was also lower in overall course satisfaction, while the
hybrid section had the highest level of overall course
satisfaction.

These results are interesting because it certainly
suggests that technology integration into the classroom
provides comparable and even higher outcomes than
traditional delivery systems. It also suggests that the
hybrid – Wiki course may provide the ideal learning
scenario for today’s wired student. They get the person-
alized interaction with the professor during the live
lectures and discussion, and they get to develop online
writing and creativity skills through collaborative efforts
with their class mates and professor.

CONCLUSIONS

Overall, the outcomes of this study lend strong
support for the development and utilization of online
technologies in the delivery of course materials. The
following items represent the top five outcomes that we
found while conducting this research:

1. Similar course objectives and goals are achieved
in all three environments.

2. The same degree of learning outcomes was
achieved in all three environments.

3. Course satisfaction was significantly higher for
the Hybrid-Wiki section.
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4. Students are comfortable with the technology
and delivery environment.

5. The Hybrid-Wiki provides both personal inter-
action with the professor and collaboration op-
portunities with peers, which generates higher
performance and satisfaction outcomes.

It appears that the use of online technologies can be
very beneficial for the university community, and that it
has many benefits in the learning environment. Essen-
tially, online technology makes education available at
any time and any place. This precursory research indi-
cates that online technologies provide comprehensive
and comparable learning environments.

Implications

The technology and potential for the integration of
technology into courses changes rapidly, therefore it is
imperative to conduct ongoing research. A continuous
longitudinal research approach would help to facilitate
the continued development and refinement of technology
integration and online courses to ensure that various
benchmarks are being achieved. In terms of benchmarks,
it would be in the best interest of a university to establish

a series of benchmarks, evaluation guidelines, online
course strategy, etc., as we can expect the integration of
technology in the education community to continue to
grow.

Wikis might be the easiest and most effective Web-
based collaboration tool in any instructional portfolio.
Their inherent simplicity provides students with direct
(and immediate) access to a site’s content, which is
crucial in group editing or other collaborative project
activities. A Wiki’s versioning capability can show the
evolution of thought processes as students interact with
the site and its contents. These collaborative projects help
promote ownership in the team’s activities. In addition,
Wikis are being used as e-portfolios, illustrating their
utility as a tool for collection and reflection. Collabora-
tion using a Wiki is not limited to students. Faculty can
use Wikis to collaborate on projects, whether editing a
textbook, preparing a journal article, or assembling a
syllabus or reading list. Wikis might also prove to be an
ideal vehicle for soliciting ongoing input for research or
projects where community input can help inform and
direct subsequent investigation. The possibilities for us-
ing Wikis as the platform for collaborative projects are
limited only by one’s imagination and time. Wiki-en-

TABLE 2
OUTCOME VARIABLES

Sig. Sig. Sig.
Variables Questions Trad. Online Hybrid Dif. 1* Dif. 2** Dif. 3***

Learning Final Exam 84% 85% 88% Insig. .046 Insig.
Achievement Final Project 88% 87% 91% Insig. Insig. .045

Final Grade GPA 3.52 3.51 3.75 Insig. .034 .034
Satisfaction Q1: Excellent Teacher 1.13 1.18 1.14 Insig. Insig. Insig.

Q2: Overall, I learned a 1.22 1.25 1.17 Insig. .041 .038
great deal in this course.
Q3: The course created a 1.25 1.20 1.09 Insig. .026 .033
collaborative learning environment
Q4: The instructor keeps students 1.22 1.25 1.20 Insig. Insig. Insig.
interested and motivated.
Q5: The instructor creates a 1.17 1.25 1.15 .041 Insig. .037
classroom environment that
encourages students to learn.
Q6: The instructor presents course 1.09 1.12 1.12 Insig. Insig. Insig.
materials in a clear and organized
manner.
Q7: The instructor utilizes time 1.22 1.25 1.24 Insig. Insig. Insig.
effectively and appropriately.
Q8: Overall, I am very satisfied 1.17 1.25 1.09 .041 .028 .021
with this course.

* Sig. Dif. 1 = Trad. vs. Online
** Sig. Dif. 2 = Trad. vs. Hybrid
*** Sig. Dif. 3 = Online vs. Hybrid
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abled projects can provide various levels of site access
and control to team members, offering a fine-tuning
element that enhances the teaching and learning experi-
ence. It appears that the Wiki can be an effective tool, and

it provides a collaborative environment that mirrors many
of the non-academic environments that our students
readily participate in.
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ABSTRACT

Research indicates active learning strategies are more effective than traditional passive learning strategies,
especially when it comes to behavioral skill development. This paper presents a series of active learning assignments
that incorporate a mixture of simulated and real-world learning experiences. These experiences are designed not
only to enhance students’ understanding of sales and improve their selling skills, but also to begin socializing
students to the world of the sales professional.

INTRODUCTION

Business education continues to evolve as schools
explore and develop new major content areas (e.g.,
entrepreneurship and professional selling) and new course
delivery methods (e.g., web-based courses). A constant
across emerging content and delivery methods is the
concern for the quality and effectiveness of the learning
experience. Active learning continues to be recognized
as one of the most effective learning strategies available,
yet it is often difficult to implement. While the advent of
PowerPoint has improved the visual elements of the more
traditional lecture formats, college students continue to
lament classroom experiences dominated by non-
interactive lecture.

The literature base is full of articles detailing the
value of engaging students through active learning strat-
egies, which for purposes of this paper include those
based on social learning theory, experiential learning,
and immersive learning. What has received little atten-
tion in the business school literature is the extent to which
sales coursework helps socialize students to the business
world in general and the role of a salesperson in particu-
lar. In other words, how well does the coursework and
classroom experience help students better identify with
their future roles as sales professionals, including the
type of work they will be doing, the expectations for
which they will be accountable, the typical day-to-day
activities in which they will be engaging, and the lan-
guage of the sales professional?

The purpose of this paper is to present a series of
exercises that not only incorporate an active learning
strategy, but are also designed to begin socializing stu-
dents to the professional world. These active learning
experiences are utilized in an advanced professional

selling course and represent a mix of real-world and
simulated experiences that challenge students to apply
what they have or are learning and to begin thinking and
acting like a sales professional. In addition to learning
content, through these experiences students begin to
understand and identify with what their professional
lives may be like once they graduate and begin their
careers.

BACKGROUND

Active learning suggests people learn better when
they are fully engaged in the learning process. In contrast
to learning via lecture only, active learning requires
students to participate in the processes through discus-
sion, reflective thinking, problem-solving, and/or other
activity requiring the learner to cognitively process the
new information presented.

The advantages of experiential or activity-based
learning over traditional lectures have been recognized
clearly. Experiential or active learning is not only more
enjoyable but also more memorable for students (Karns
2005). Compared with other passive learning modes,
experiential learning encourages social learning, which
then promotes greater involvement and interest in the
course content. These effects have been well documented
(Sautter 2007; Young 2005; Frontezak 1998; Bridges
1999; Graeff 1998; Hamer 2000; Gremler et al. 2000).
The increased motivation generated by class involve-
ment (Young 2005; Bobbitt et al. 2000) also encourages
critical thinking (Sautter 2007; Klebba and Hamilton
2007; Roy and Macchiette 2005), greater retention of
information, and increased confidence with class mate-
rial among the involved students.
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Auster and Wylie (2006) developed what they re-
ferred to as a systematic approach to active learning. This
systematic approach includes four interrelated dimen-
sions of the teaching process: context setting, class
preparation, class delivery, and continuous improve-
ment. Context setting refers to “establishing a receptive,
candid atmosphere for learning that facilitates student
interaction and engagement” (Auster and Wylie 2006, p.
336). Class preparation refers to planning not only the
content, but also the process by which the learning will
take place. Class delivery refers to the actual implemen-
tation of the learning strategy during a classroom session.
And continuous improvement refers to the process of
monitoring the relative success of the learning strategy
and then making improvements as needed and on a
regular basis. Although not yet empirically tested, the
systematic approach to active learning described by Auster
and Wylie (2006) appears to be a valid and useful tool for
implementing active learning experiences.

Social, Experiential, Immersive Learning

One form of active learning is learning based on
social learning theory. Social learning theory suggests
people learn by observing others, attempting to repro-
duce the behaviors they observe, and then modifying the
behaviors based on feedback (positive or negative) from
others. Learners’ confidence and motivation to success-
fully engage in the behaviors along with their under-
standing of the associated consequences/benefits impact
the effectiveness of the social learning experience.

Closely related to social learning theory is experien-
tial learning theory (ELT). Kolb (1984) created a model
describing the components of experiential learning. These
components include Concrete Experience, Reflective
Observation, Abstract Conceptualization, and Active
Experimentation. Essentially, the model details a learn-
ing process that includes actual experience, reflection on
the experience, the integration of relevant theory, infor-
mation and the reflections from the experience into new
ideas, followed by the application of those ideas to new
experiences. These new experiences may then serve to
initiate the learning process again, promoting additional
reflection, abstract conceptualization, and active experi-
mentation. Frontczak (1998) suggested marketing edu-
cators should develop experiential exercises based on
Kolb’s model, indicating that learning experiences lack-
ing one or more of the four components are less effective
(Kolb and Kolb 2005).

Immersive learning is a specialized form or experi-
ential learning in which the student is immersed in an
environment that generates the experiences. Johnson and
Levine (2008) describe immersive learning experiences
derived from students’ experiences in virtual worlds
(e.g., Second Life). Once immersed, students become
part of the virtual world, interacting with the environment

and learning from experiences that are created by design
and/or experiences arising randomly from the interaction
itself. One advantage of these virtual world immersive
learning experiences is that students are allowed to inter-
act with elements (including other people, activities, and
so forth) and create and/or participate in experiences that
may otherwise not be possible (e.g., due to expense or
risk).

For purposes of this paper, we refer to immersive
learning as student-driven (faculty guided) learning ex-
periences requiring students to work (in teams) with
community partners (business organizations, institutions,
etc.) on real-world issues/challenges, producing a tan-
gible outcome or product (e.g., book, DVD, business
literature, etc.) addressing those issues/challenges. Stu-
dents engaged in these immersive learning experiences
work directly with community partner, codetermining
(with the partner) the specifics of the tasks to be com-
pleted and the tangible outcomes to be produced. The
students then work with the community partner over a
period of weeks or months to complete the designated
tasks. While similar to internships, immersive learning
experiences differ in two critical ways. First, the instruc-
tor is involved throughout, driving students to engage in
the reflective observation and abstract conceptualization
steps of Kolb’s model of experiential learning. Without
an instructor actively guiding the students, these steps
may be skipped. Second, immersive learning experi-
ences are team-based. This provides students the oppor-
tunity to share and learn with and from each other.
Immersive learning experiences are more complex than
other, more traditional forms of experiential learning
exercises, and as a result, are less common.

Active Learning and Socialization

Many schools offering one or more sales or sales
management courses include some sort of sales call role-
play (Sojka and Fish 2008). In the sales courses, the role
plays typically involve the student (role playing as the
salesperson) attempting to sell a product to someone
(student or instructor) role playing as the buyer. A rela-
tive few number of articles have been written on the
educational value of sales related role-plays. Those that
have been written focus on how to create sales role-plays
and/or their educational value (Widmier, Loe, and Selden
2007; McBane and Knowles 1994; Moncrief and Shipp
1994; Tanner and Chonko 1992; Castleberry 1989). The
consensus among the published articles is that sales call
role-plays represent a form of active (experiential) learn-
ing exercise that effectively helps students learn the skills
necessary for success in sales careers. Yet, sales call role-
plays are, by definition, simulated. In that sense, they are
limited with respect to the extent to which they help
students identify with the role of a salesperson. Though
they may learn the skills, they don’t do so in the context
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of a “real-world” setting. Exercises involving exposure
to “the real world,” such as shadowing a salesperson for
a day, provide students insight (via vicarious learning)
into the role of a salesperson and should help socialize
students to those roles. However, because the learning
experience is vicarious, students don’t get the opportu-
nity to engage in the behaviors (as they do with role-
plays).

The lack of accurate socialization, or rather “antici-
patory socialization may lead “entry-shock” (Paulson
and Baker 1999). Entry-shock describes the feelings
arising as a result of the mismatch between what the new
employee expected and what he/she actually experiences
with respect to socialization (Paulson and Baker 1999).
While entry-shock may not adversely affect all new hires,
previous research suggests a link between accurate an-
ticipatory socialization and outcomes such as job satis-
faction, commitment (Dubinsky et al. 1986), and indi-
rectly to turnover (e.g., Ingram and Lee 1991). Paulson
and Baker (1999) address the issue of socializing stu-
dents to the professional setting in which they will find
themselves after graduation. They found that by imple-
menting course exercises designed begin socializing stu-
dents to the business world (i.e., anticipatory socializa-
tion), students were less likely to experience entry-shock.
While the Paulson and Baker (1999) work centered on
general business socialization, their results suggest an-
ticipatory socialization to professional selling careers via
learning experiences while in school may reduce entry-
shock for college graduates starting their careers in sales.

The learning experiences described in this paper
were created for Advanced Professional Selling course.
They were developed to reflect the learning processes
described above but in a way that provides the socializing
aspects of the vicarious learning experiences with the
behavioral and skill building benefits of the role-playing
(active learning) experiences. Exercises (described be-
low) include behavioral modeling and reproduction in
simulated and real-world settings, reflective thinking,
and problem solving (individually and in teams), and
student-directed real-world projects.

THE SOCIAL, EXPERIENTIAL, AND
IMMERSIVE LEARNING EXPERIENCES

Enrollment in the Advanced Professional Selling
course is by permission only. To “apply” for the enroll-
ment, students must write a letter to the instructor de-
scribing why they feel they should be allowed to register
for the course. For each student applying, the instructor
reviews the application letter and seeks a recommenda-
tion from that student’s Professional Selling course (pre-
requisite) instructor. Finally, the student applying for a
spot in the class must complete an interview with the
instructor. During the interview, the instructor and the
student discuss the nature of the course, the types of

learning experiences, and the corresponding expecta-
tions.

To create the correct course context setting, as
described by Auster and Wylie (2006), at the beginning
of the semester the instructor reviews with the students
the nature of the coursework, the learning experiences,
the expectations, and the benefits associated with
successfully completing the assignments and course.
Consistent with Kolb (1984) and Kolb and Kolb (2005),
students are encouraged to share their feelings about the
learning experiences and to help shape their learning
experiences by determining how they will execute the
assignments. During the discussion the instructor advises
students to pursue, where possible, inclusion of
organizations or industries in which they have a
professional interest in order to enhance their levels of
engagement in the exercises.

Below are descriptions of five active learning
experiences, including an overview, directions, examples,
and benefits. These learning experiences were created for
a 15-week (one semester) advanced selling course. Table 1
(below) contains a summary of these learning experiences.

IMMERSIVE LEARNING PROJECT
(IMMERSIVE LEARNING EXPERIENCE)

Overview

The purpose of this immersive learning project is to
help students apply what they are learning in a real-world
setting where accountability for the results extends be-
yond the classroom. In addition, the project is designed to
get students working outside their comfort zones, pro-
ducing an end-product that is not only useful to the
participating organization, but beyond students’ percep-
tions of their own capabilities at the start of the project.

Directions

A critical component of the immersive learning
experience is that it is student directed. Accordingly,
project instructions are somewhat limited. Teams are told
only that they must work with a cooperating business
organization to determine a sales-related issue/challenge
to be addressed via a sales-related (e.g., training, promo-
tional) multimedia tool.

Students form teams of three to five members. The
teams must identify the organization with which they
would like to work and the appropriate person within the
organization to contact. They must then communicate
with the contact person (client) and secure that person’s
agreement to participate in the project. The student teams
must then meet with their respective clients, explain the
nature of the project, and then co-determine (with the
client) the objectives of the project and the desired
outcome. For example, some clients are interested in
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sales training tools while others are interested in presen-
tations they can use in tradeshows or place on their
websites.

Once the desired outcome is determined, the teams
work with the client to collect relevant content (e.g., text,
video, audio) and determine and add any content they feel
is appropriate. Next, the teams develop the presentation
strategy for the content and begin putting the pieces
together to create the final product. The team must then
make the final product available to the client to be used at
the client’s discretion. Finally, each team is required to
submit for evaluation the training tool and a short paper
detailing the team’s experience.

Examples

After interviewing the contact a team learns that the
client organization’s salespeople are having trouble de-
veloping a high degree of trust with their customers.
Further, they learn that trust is important to the client’s
customers and plays a critical role in the purchase deci-
sion process. That team would then develop a self-
running multimedia presentation that describes the com-
ponents of trust and steps the salespeople may take to
develop greater trust with their customers. The team
would then make the project available to the cooperating
organization and submit the project and paper for evalu-
ation.

A participating company is looking to create sales-
oriented video for a new product that it can run on a
monitor during tradeshows. The team works with the
client to determine the message and collect the necessary
content. The team, using the provided content, creates a
movie and delivers it to the client in an appropriate format
(e.g., QuickTime, Windows Media File) for showing
during tradeshows and other events.

Benefits

This project challenges students in many ways. First,
the process of finding a cooperating organization re-
quires greater effort and attention than students initially
perceive (while we provide the teams a list of prospective
organizations, we do not contact any organization on
behalf of the teams). Students spend time working out,
sometimes through trial and error, how they need to go
about getting an organization to participate in the project.
This helps students with their communication and selling
skills, while at the same time giving them a dose of real-
world experience.

Second, indentifying an appropriate sales-related
issue challenges students’ time management, interview-
ing and reasoning skills as they must coordinate meetings
with individuals who work in the “real world” and whose
schedules aren’t always as flexible or accommodating as
students’ schedules. Further, they must be able to identify

a topic that is within the scope of their sales knowledge.
This can be an eye-opening experience as it reminds
students that selling is truly a complex process requiring
a variety of skills.

Third, teams must figure out for themselves how to
create the self-running multimedia training tool. This
process includes not only creating the content and how it
will be organized, but to employ the appropriate technol-
ogy to create the end-product. When initiated by the
teams, we will consult with the students on the content
and how to organize it. We will also provide suggestions
for campus resources that will help the teams with the
technology needed to create the presentations. Typically,
students solicit help from people (students or staff) who
have expertise in multimedia development. This experi-
ence serves to enhance students’ ability to work in cross-
functional teams.

COORDINATING A GUEST SPEAKER
(EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING EXPERIENCE)

Overview

This assignment gives students the opportunity to
coordinate a presentation by a guest speaker, including
contacting the guest speaker, providing directions, ar-
ranging parking, arranging meeting space, coordinating
and setting-up any needed audio-video equipment, and
providing refreshments (when appropriate). The purpose
of this assignment is to develop students’ communica-
tion, time management, and organizational skills.

Directions

Working in teams of two, students contact their
assigned guest-speaker to coordinate that speaker’s visit
on campus. Based on feedback from the guest speaker,
students must work with university personnel to reserve
appropriate meeting space and any needed a/v or com-
puter equipment. The teams must ensure the speaker has
directions to the campus and the meeting location, has the
necessary parking instructions and passes, and is greeted
properly upon arrival to campus. Students are provided a
small budget they may use to pay for refreshments or
anything else needed for the speaker’s visit and presen-
tation. Students are evaluated on the relative success of
the event and feedback from the guest speaker.

Benefits

Because this is not a simulated experience, students
gain the sort of real-world experience they may accrue
sometime early in their professional careers. Because
they are accountable for the relative success of the event,
they can begin to identify with (socialization) the role of
a salesperson or other business person tasked with coor-
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dinating a meeting. Perhaps the biggest lesson students
learn from this experience is that even relatively small
tasks requiring coordination among multiple individuals
require planning, communication, and execution. Com-
mon “first-time” mistakes included failure to acquire
parking passes, failure to acquire the correct a/v equip-
ment, failure to test the a/v equipment in the meeting
room, and so forth. One team arranged for the speaker to
arrive at a designated place and time but failed to arrange
for anyone from the team to meet the guest and escort him
to the meeting room.

This exercise requires the instructor to pay close
attention to the progress of the student teams (planning
and execution) while allowing them to make mistakes
along the way. This can be challenging given that the
mistakes usually adversely impact the experience of the
guest speaker. To minimize the impact of those mistakes,
guest speakers were alerted (unbeknown to the students)
to the assignment ahead of time and asked to provide
feedback on their experience with the student teams.

MANAGER/COACH (EXPERIENTIAL
LEARNING EXPERIENCE)

Overview

Advanced Professional Selling (APS) students are
required to serve as Managers/Coaches to students en-
rolled in the Professional Selling (PS) course. A large
portion of the PS students’ semester grade is based on
their ability to demonstrate their basic selling skills in
video recorded sales call role plays. The primary respon-
sibility of the manager/coach (APS student) is to help the
PS students learn the basic selling skills in preparation for
the role play sales calls. The APS students are told that
they are accountable for the performance of the PS
students in their sales call role plays.

Directions

Each APS student is assigned one to three PS stu-
dents and instructed to initiate contact with those stu-
dents. The APS students are required to arrange meeting
times with those students in the video recording labs
where they can engage in the training. APS students will
answer questions, practice role playing, and model ap-
propriate behaviors as they help prepare the PS students.
They are also asked to write confidential candid evalua-
tions of each of the students they are coaching, including
an assessment of the students’ readiness for the sales call.
The evaluations may include feedback on the PS stu-
dents’ attendance (regarding the training sessions),
strengths, weaknesses, overall attitude toward the assign-
ment, and a prediction of how the student will perform in
the sales call role play. The instructor can use these

reports to assess the extent to which the manager/coach
(APS student) met the requirements of the assignment.

Benefits

Students benefit from this experience in several
ways. First, the experience of teaching the skills to other
students reinforces their own skill levels and helps them
better understand the importance of the behaviors and
concepts covered in the PS course. Second, the assign-
ment gives them experience with being accountable for
the performance of others, something they will experi-
ence in their professional careers. Finally, the exercise
helps them understand the importance of effective time
management (with respect to their own time manage-
ment, and how others on whom they are dependent
manage their time).

IN-BASKET EXERCISE (EXPERIENTIAL
LEARNING EXPERIENCE)

Overview

Many of the professional salespeople and sales man-
agers that have visited our classes as guest speakers have
told stories about how they’ve had to book a business trip
on the spur of the moment. More than of few of these
stories include problems resulting from things like failing
to account for time zone changes, travel time (e.g., to and
from the airport, or from a hotel to the account), or
weather conditions (e.g., not taking a raincoat or um-
brella to a location expecting a great deal of rain). These
salespeople and sales managers point out that their walk-
ing into an account late, tired, soaking wet, or otherwise
disheveled could have been eliminated through better
travel planning.

This assignment gives students the opportunity to
learn how to plan a business trip. In this exercise students
must, in the role of a salesperson, plan a trip to a major city
(located in a different climate and time zone) to visit with
a major account. The scenario requires students to not
only book their flights, but also make arrangements for a
rental car and an overnight stay at a local hotel. Students
then provide their sales manager’s (the instructor) an
itinerary, expense estimate, and general description of
the trip.

Directions

The instructor, in the role of sales manager, informs
the students (in the role of salespeople) that a major
account has called and asked for a representative to call
on them in two days. The sales manager tells the
salespeople that the company travel director has called in
sick so each salesperson must make his/her own travel



52 Journal for Advancement of Marketing Education – Volume 13, Winter 2008

arrangements. However, prior to finalizing the
arrangements, each salesperson must submit for the sales
manager’s approval a report summarizing the travel
arrangements, including a detailed itinerary, a cost
estimate, time zone changes, the weather forecast, and
what they plan to wear. Students are evaluated on the
viability of their travel plans, the associated costs, and
their ability to communicate this information in a
professional manner.

Benefits

The primary benefit of this exercise is better plan-
ning skills. While a few students are already sufficiently
detail-oriented when it comes to business travel plan-
ning, most take this sort of planning for granted. Many
expect to simply go online, quickly make the flight, hotel,
and car arrangements, and then write it up and turn it in.
They soon find that allowing for enough travel time
(traffic conditions, security issues, equipment to bring,
baggage fees, and so forth), accounting for weather
conditions and time zone changes, and taking other
business travel issues into consideration is a more com-
plex task than they had thought.

This exercise is, in effect, a role play and is subject
to some of the same advantages and disadvantages of
using role plays in general (as educational tools). How-
ever, this experience adds additional realism in the sense
that students must develop a workable travel itinerary
based on real-world information (flight schedules, weather
conditions, and so forth). The additional realism helps
students realize that an assignment to make “simple”
travel arrangements quickly turns into an exercise in time
management and planning.

SALES MENTOR (SOCIAL AND
EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING EXPERIENCE)

Overview

Turnover in the sales arena has been historically high
(i.e., as much as 50% or more). Much of this may be
attributed to new employees (i.e., recent college graduate
not seasoned professional) not understanding what they
are getting themselves into. By spending time in the field
with a salesperson, observing and asking questions, stu-
dents can gain greater insight into what a sales job entails
on a day-to-day basis. This additional insight may serve
to reduce turnover.

This assignment, which is based on social learning
theory, requires students to find sales professionals who
will serve as their mentors for the semester. Students
spend time with their mentors in the field, observing and
learning about the mentor’s products, their jobs, and their
customers. In addition, students must participate in two
sales call role-plays in which they sell the mentor’s

product. In the first role-play the students must sell the
product to the mentor (role playing as a buyer). In the
second role-play, the student must sell the product to one
of the mentor’s actual customers. This role-play is con-
ducted in the field at the customer’s location.

Directions

Students are told they need to secure a mentor with
whom they will work multiple times during the semester.
The first step for the students is to identify a sales
professional whom they would like to have as a mentor.
Students are encouraged to identify potential mentors
within companies or industries in which they would like
to work after graduation. This helps them to begin devel-
oping their professional networks/relationships and gives
them a chance to make sure those companies/industries
are a good fit for them. Several sales professionals have
agreed to participate in this program so the instructor can
provide students help if they are having trouble identify-
ing mentors on their own.

The second step is to secure that sale professional’s
agreement to serve as a mentor (which is a sales job in
itself). Students must thoroughly explain to the prospec-
tive mentor the time commitment and level of involve-
ment necessary to make the experience successful. This
includes allowing the student to spend one or more days
with the mentor in the field, having the mentor visit the
campus to conduct the mid-term role-play, and allowing
the student to make a sales call (that will be recorded) on
one of the prospective mentor’s customers. If the sales
professional agrees to serve as mentor, the student can
move onto the next step.

The next step requires the student to conduct an
industry analysis with respect to the mentor’s company,
and an interview of the mentor to learn more about what
that sales professional’s job entails. Students are ex-
pected to learn, among other things, (1) what it takes to be
successful in their field, (2) what their sales process looks
like, (3) what role technology (i.e., CRM, etc.) plays in
their company, and (4) what the typical selling experi-
ence is like. Next, students must also identify a buyer in
the industry that this salesperson calls on and ask them a
set of questions, including: (1) which salespeople get in
to see them and why, and (2) which salespeople don’t get
in to see them and why?

After spending time in the field with the mentor, the
student must engage in the midterm role play. During the
midterm role play (conducted on campus and viewed by
the rest of the class), students must sell the mentor’s
product(s) to the mentor who role-plays as a “typical
customer” with whom the salesperson may call on. Stu-
dents are evaluated on their ability to successfully dem-
onstrate the appropriate selling and communication skills
during the role-play. At the end of the role play, the
mentor is given the opportunity to share with the rest of
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the class information about their organizations and asso-
ciated career opportunities. This gives the mentor access
to all the students in the advanced selling course.

At or near the end of the semester, students make a
sales call on one of the mentor’s customers. The student
must take a video camera and video record the entire sales
call. Obviously this requires the willing participation of
one of the mentor’s customers. Depending upon the
comfort level of the mentor and the mentor’s customer,
the sales call may be real or simulated. Either way, the
sales call is conducted in the field with the student selling
a real product to a real customer.

Benefits

This active learning assignment, involving behav-
ioral modeling and reproduction, provides several ben-
efits. First, students get to observe sales professionals in
action, learning what the lives of salespeople are like in

the “real-world.” This observation helps socialize stu-
dents into the world of the sales professional. Second, the
mentors model sales behaviors in real-world settings,
which helps students better understand the skills they are
learning and adds credibility to the course instruction.
Finally, feedback regarding students’ ability to repro-
duce the selling behaviors (via mid-term and final) helps
them hone their skills.

Perhaps the biggest benefit (at least from the stu-
dents’ perspective) is that students often find the relation-
ship they establish with the mentor results in job oppor-
tunities, either with the mentor’s company or through the
mentor’s connections. Students also report the experi-
ence provides them valuable insight that helps them
better determine the type of sales career, if any, that is
appropriate for them. Finally, the critical feedback they
get from their mentors and the instructor during the
semester helps them sharpen their selling and communi-
cation skills.

TABLE 1
SUMMARY OF LEARNING EXPERIENCES

Type of Overview Cognitive/Skill Time Biggest
Experience Learning Experience Developed Frame Challenges

Immersive Immersive Develop deliverable Cooperative/Teamwork; Semester Identifying client
Learning Project product (e.g., Time management;

multimedia sales Reasoning; Problem-
aid) for real-world solving; Marketing
organization communications;

Multimedia software
Planning and resource

Coordinating a Experiential Coordinate all aspects coordination; Decision- Two weeks Scheduling
Guest Speaker of a guest speaker’s making; Budgeting; (once speaker appropriate

visit Intra-organizational is identified & meeting space;
communications; contacted) Making sure all
Interpersonal technology needs
communications are met.

Manager/Coach Experiential Work with students Teaching/coaching; Two to four Coordinating
in intro sales courses Interpersonal weeks meeting times

communications; with other
management; sales students
knowledge and behaviors

In-Basket Experiential Develop a detailed Planning and resource One day Taking in to
travel agenda for a coordination; Time account adequate
sales-trip management; Intra- travel time (e.g.,

organizational to and from
communications airport, fees, and

sales tools/aids to
take.

Sales Mentor Social & Learn from Observation; Interpersonal Semester Coordinating
Experiential professional communications; Time mentor’s campus

salesperson (mentor) management; sales visit role-play;
through observation knowledge and behaviors C o o r d i n a t i n g

real
interaction and role sales call on actu-
play; sell to one of al customer.
mentor’s customers
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STUDENT FEEDBACK

After each exercise and at the end of the semester the
instructor provides students the opportunity to provide
feedback regarding the assignments. While not tracked
empirically, the instructors report the most common
themes discussed in the feedback are workload and value
of the assignments. Comments like “. . . your class may
have been one of the more challenging classes, but I have
gained experience that will last a lifetime, Thanks for a
stressful . . . but fulfilling semester” are not uncommon.
Although students indicate the workload is greater than
the workload of most other classes, they often concede it
is manageable. Further discussion usually reveals the
students who had trouble managing the workload were
the ones who procrastinated, waiting until the last minute
to begin working on the assignments.

Feedback from students also indicates the assign-
ments provide greater value than those of other courses.
Students appreciate and value the opportunity to interact
with the “real-world” and engage in activities that help
them better understand and identify with what it’s like to
be a professional salesperson. For some students, the
coursework helps them determine that a particular com-
pany, industry, or job type is a good fit for them, for others
it helps them determine that a particular company, indus-
try, or job type is not a good fit for them. The latter is
beneficial not only to the students, but to the companies
who may have hired those students.

CONCLUSION

As business school educators, our job is to help
students develop their cognitive and behavior skills in
general, and more specifically as they relate to prepara-
tion for careers in business. Evidence suggests active
learning approaches to teaching (more specifically, so-
cial, experiential, and immersive learning experiences)
do a better job of educating students and preparing them
for careers than passive learning experiences.

Following the systematic approach to active learn-
ing described by Auster and Wylie (2006), the exercises
described in this paper utilize active learning formats in
both simulated and real-world settings. The intent of
including real-world experiences is not only to enhance
the learning of the skills, but also to help socialize the
students into the role of a professional salesperson. Stu-
dents expect to engage in these exercises as they would
(or will) in their professional lives. The experience,
reflection, abstract observation, and active experimenta-
tion (role plays) associated with these experiences/exer-
cises help promote more accurate anticipatory socializa-
tion – giving students greater confidence in their abilities
and greater confidence in their expectations of what life
will be like as professional salespeople.

Fostering more accurate anticipatory socialization

may reduce entry-shock, leading to greater job satisfac-
tion. And as existing research indicates, greater job
satisfaction lowers the probability of turnover. Addi-
tional research is needed to empirically exam/test these
relationships within the context of college graduates
taking entry-level sales positions.

Successful implementation of these exercises re-
quires commitment from the instructor, the students, and
the participating sales professionals and organizations.
However, the setting up and successfully executing these
experiences provides benefits to each of the parties in-
volved. Faculty stay connected to business professionals
which helps to enhance and keep relevant their under-
standing of current business practices. These experiences
also provide faculty the opportunity to build a network of
business contacts. Properly managed, this network can
improve recruiting opportunities for students and lead to
financial support for grants, scholarships, and other edu-
cational initiatives.

Participating sales professionals benefit from the
increased recruiting opportunities arising from greater
access to the students. Serving as a mentor gives the
entire class greater exposure to the mentor’s organization
and associated career opportunities. Students learn from
the mentors’ presentations and informally from the
mentees. In effect, the mentees serve as ambassadors for
their respective mentors and mentors’ organizations.

Students are likely to begin the course with some
trepidation, primarily due to what they perceive as a
significant workload. However, as the course settles in
and students have the opportunity to engage in these
learning experiences, they quickly realize the potential
value to be derived from engaging in the learning pro-
cess. Although not empirically tested, this engagement
should lead to greater commitment to the learning pro-
cess. Finally, students typically report (once they gradu-
ate) that they are better prepared in terms of expectations
and skill sets than their counterparts (those without a
sales education) for their sales careers. Below are ex-
amples of feedback from alumni who (at the time) had
recently graduated and taken jobs in sales (b2b).

“The main thing that I wanted to relay back to
you and [the other instructors] is that the things that
you are doing in the [sales course are] real world and
the best that it can be. I am as equipped if not better
equipped than anyone else in my training class.”

“ . . . the students think there is a difference
between textbook, and real world and you are doing
a great job of blending [these] together to get some-
one better prepared than any other school out there.
Please continue pushing the envelope and develop-
ing great curriculum.”

“I wanted to write and say thank you for prepar-
ing me for my career in sales. I accepted a sales
position for the [a company] in San Leandro, CA last
July, and I never had the chance to show my appre-
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ciation for how well the sales program actually
prepared me for this job. There are so many parallels
with what you teach in the program and what I use
every day at every call.”
As sales recruiters increasingly turn to schools teach-

ing sales to hire the next generation of sales profession-
als, those schools will need to find ways to enhance
students’ preparation for sales careers. By improving

students’ skill sets and initiating the anticipatory social-
ization process, our objective is to increase students’
chances of success, and reduce the likelihood of turnover
resulting from unrealistic expectations (as to what a sales
job entails) and a lack of preparedness. Our experiences
suggest the sorts of active learning experiences described
in this article are the best way to achieve that objective.
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ABSTRACT

This paper seeks to identify the challenges facing foreign-born professors (FBPs) teaching in American
business classrooms. We interviewed 10 foreign-born faculty members of various tenure standing and in various
disciplines at three universities. Our study showed that language skills and differences in educational systems
between the U.S. and FBP’s home country have a tremendous impact on the teaching effectiveness. FBP’s self
reference criterion may aggravate the problems they face in their early teaching career. Our study revealed the
strategies that FBPs used to adapt which include changing attitudes and changing teaching methods from pure
lecturing toward more interactivities.

INTRODUCTION

Currently, a large number of foreign-born professors
(FBP) teaching business courses in American universi-
ties. As of the 2006–2007 academic year, approximately
1168 foreign-born faculty teaching in AACSB accred-
ited business schools in the United States (AACSB Busi-
ness School Questionnaire 2007). Their positions within
AACSB institutions suggest that these individuals are
knowledgeable enough in their disciplines to teach stu-
dents the finer points of business. However, despite their
expertise, many of these faculty members experience a
great deal of difficulty in the classroom. Some existing
research examining the teaching effectiveness of for-
eign-born teaching assistants (TAs) have shed some
lights, given that many TAs would later become foreign-
born professors. For example, based on a survey of
undergraduate students, foreign-born TAs were found
having an adverse effect on the academic performance of
native students (Marvasti 2005). Responding to this
widespread perception of lower teaching effectiveness of
foreign-born teaching assistants, thirty-eight states have
mandated oral English language competency standards
and/or short courses. What is implied in this mandate is
the belief that language skills caused the teaching inef-
fectiveness among foreign-born TAs. In addition to lin-
guistic problems, other factors such as “department train-
ing, prior teaching experience, social skills, difficulty of
discipline, and cultural differences” can all determine
foreign-born TAs’ teaching effectiveness (Marvasti 2005,

p. 155). Furthermore, foreign-born TAs received lower
teaching evaluations and it was partly attributed to the
undesirable classroom environment due to the cultural
gap between the foreign-born teachers and the native
students. But no details were offered as to what aspects of
culture that affected teaching evaluations (Fleisher,
Hashimoto, and Weinberg 2002). As far as FBPs are
concerned, challenges also include “prejudicial stereo-
types about foreign-born faculty, which comprise beliefs
about their inferior ability as out-group members to
perform task.” (Marvasti 2005). Because a faculty mem-
ber plays a more significant role in student learning and
takes on heavier teaching responsibilities than a TA,
more research is needed to examine FBP’s teaching
experiences directly. One study used secondary data
collected by the U.S. Department of Education to inves-
tigate the perceived effectiveness of FBPs (Marvasti
2005). It compared FBPs with native professors in teach-
ing, research, and service. But the measures used to
assess teaching mainly concerned with the time allocated
to teaching activities, thus did not help us understand the
teaching effectiveness of FBPs. In summary, compared
to their native-born peers, FBPs may experience addi-
tional challenges that were particularly incurred by cul-
tural differences.

Given increasing FBP population in American busi-
ness classrooms and lack of research that examines
specifically their teaching experiences, this paper seeks
to investigate the common challenges facing foreign-
born faculty teaching in the American business class-
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room, examine the underlying factors that contribute to
the problems, and provide advice to overcome these
obstacles. Considering that FBPs teaching in American
classroom is one example of cross-cultural education, we
begin by reviewing the literature on cross-cultural teach-
ing. We then present the research methodology, followed
by a discussion of the findings. The final sections contain
implications for improving the teaching effectiveness of
FBPs and directions for future research.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Due to the lack of specific research on FBP’s expe-
riences in American business classrooms, our literature
review focuses on general cross-cultural teaching studies
with an emphasis on business. The existing literature
suggests two areas where difficulties can arise, includ-
ing: (1) culture and language, and (2) classroom etiquette
and expectations.

Challenges of Culture and Language

Hofstede (1980) identified four dimensions along
which cultures can be examined for similarities and
differences: Power Distance, Uncertainty Avoidance,
Individualism/Collectivism, and Masculinity/Feminin-
ity. He further noted that the greater the differences
between nations on these dimensions, the more challeng-
ing interaction between people of those cultures could be
in an organizational setting. Educational experience is
partly culture-based, and indeed, the experiences of sev-
eral American professors teaching abroad seem to sup-
port Hofstede’s theory. Lindahl and Finelli (2002) noted
that without changes to content or delivery, course satis-
faction can diminish when a course is transplanted from
one culture (U.S.) to another (French) with no adaptation.
Examining an MBA program between Spanish students
and American/British professors, Aram (1994) found
that, consistent with their previous education experi-
ences, Spanish students expected an inequality between
students and professors, low interaction, and the inability
to voice their opinions. Course content was expected to
be highly theoretical and memorization was encouraged.
Students expressed a high concern for obtaining a good
grade, and the quality of the professor was based on the
grade received. Students displayed an “us vs. them”
mentality, bonding together against foreign faculty mem-
bers. In contrast, the British and American faculty had
different expectations. They assigned grades based on
student effort and performance, and expected punctual-
ity, preparation, attentiveness, and participation. Exams
and course content were more applied.

One important component of culture is language. As
Usunier and Lee (2005) note, language encompasses the
verbal and non-verbal aspects of communication be-

tween people, and provides much of the context for
understanding the meaning of words, gestures, and sym-
bols. As such, many of the difficulties that arise in
transitioning between cultures stem from language mis-
understandings. In the professor-student dyad, existing
studies mainly addressed the language problems foreign
students encountered studying in American institutions
(Dao, Lee, and Chang 2007; Yeh and Inose 2003). For
example, several studies found that students with lower
levels of English fluency tended to have more difficulty
adjusting to the American classroom experience (Dao,
Lee, and Chang 2007; Yeh and Inose 2003; Hayes and
Lin 1994). What happens, however when the dyad changes
to one between a foreign-born professor and a native-
speaking American student? In one study, 22 percent of
foreign-born faculty surveyed recognized that their ac-
cent could be a barrier to their teaching effectiveness
(Manrique and Manrique 1999).

Challenges of Classroom Etiquettes and Expectations

As Aram (1994) and Lindahl and Finelli (2002)
suggested students are acculturated to certain classroom
styles and behaviors that are unique to different cultures/
nations, and these are carried with them through their
higher education experiences. For example, “Prior stud-
ies have shown that Asian students may have particular
difficulty in understanding the body of marketing knowl-
edge due to differences in learning styles, relationships
with teachers, familiarity with lectures, communication
barriers, commanding influence of the family, and soci-
etal attitudes toward failure” (Clarke and Flaherty 2003,
p. 119).

Learning style is defined by Rodrigues (2005, p. 609)
as “the elements of individual differences that are impor-
tant to knowledge and skills acquisition.” It is indicative
of how an individual learns or the best way to acquire and
retain information for later recall. He notes that learning
styles become instituted in students as a result of their
continued reinforcement in classrooms and at home. For
example, Asian students focused on memorization rather
than critical thinking. Coupled with language problems,
Asian students are less likely to participate in class
discussions. There is a preference for the “one right
answer” and a focus on conveying ideas in writing
(Rodrigues 2005). Lindahl and Finelli (2002) found
similar support for the “right answer” preference in their
accounting course at a European Business School. Stu-
dents in that study were clearly less comfortable with the
American model of discussion and uncertainty, as well as
the possibility of multiple outcomes. On the other hand,
American students preferred class discussions when com-
pared to their foreign-born counterparts (Rodrigues 2005).

The expectations of professors’ roles in classroom
also vary across cultures, and can have a profound effect
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on the classroom environment (Tompson and Tompson
1996). For example, Asian students view their faculty as
authority figures who command a degree of respect.
Thus, confrontational behavior is very low, as is ap-
proaching faculty with a problem.

Related to the classroom dynamic are the specific
teaching methods used by a faculty member. Ulrich
(2005) identified the top 10 methods that were consid-
ered “helpful” in facilitating learning by American busi-
ness majors: (a) internships, (b) applied lectures, (c) case
analysis, (d) expert talks, (e) group projects, (f) case
studies, (g) cooperative learning, (h) homework, (i) small
group discussion, (j) programmed instruction. Given that
foreign-born faculty spend anywhere from 12 to 17 years
in their own educational culture before transitioning to
academic life in another culture, they will most likely
carry what they learn as students into their own class-
rooms. The American-born professor may instinctively
create a class that is highly participative and focused on
discussion, where the foreign-born professor may tend
toward the memorization and strong theory focus that
was the cornerstone of their own academic experience.

In summary, there is lack of research specifically
examining foreign-born faculty’s experiences in Ameri-
can business classroom. This study intends to explore the
following: What is their first-year teaching experience?
What factors may affect their teaching effectiveness?
Finally, how have their teaching strategies evolved over
the years and what pedagogies have proved successful?

RESEARCH METHODS

In depth personal interviews were conducted to
collect foreign-born faculty’s personal accounts of their
teaching experiences. Compared to close ended survey
questions, this method would allow us to probe the
challenges faced by foreign-born faculty in greater depth,
without imposing preconceived options or opinions. The
following sections present the instrument used for the in-
depth interviews, the sampling method and data analysis
method.

Instrument

We chose to use a semi-structured interview guide
that contained main questions that address the research
questions and still leave room for developing personal
rapport for further probing (Miles and Huberman 1994;
Rubin and Rubin 2005). Three faculty members in the
College of Business of a large public university in the
Western U.S. pretested the guide. The resulting interview
guide addressed four areas: Graduate school experi-
ences, Career teaching experiences, Teaching styles/
pedagogies, and Suggestions on preparing for teaching in
American classrooms.

Sampling

The sampling process served two goals. First, we
must establish credibility with a sample including
interviewees who are experienced and knowledgeable of
the subject matter and more importantly can provide a
variety of perspectives (Rubin and Rubin 2005). In addi-
tion, given its exploratory nature, the sampling was open
in the investigation to anyone who provided the opportu-
nity for discovery. In other words, sample size evolved
until reaching theoretic saturation or no new information
or data seemed to emerge with regard to the research
questions (Strauss and Corbin 1998). As a result, the
authors interviewed a convenience sample of 10 foreign-
born faculty members from three universities through
snow-balling technique, with consideration of balance in
terms of gender, native culture, tenure, and discipline
(see Table 1). All participants have taught for at least two
years. The interviews averaged between about 30 min-
utes and two hours, using both audio recording and
researcher notes. Researchers contacted participants per-
sonally. Interviews were conducted in English, which
was the second language for all but one interviewee. As
shown in Table 1, our participants came from various
business disciplines thus providing a sound foundation
which should uncover the common challenges faced by
foreign-born business professors.

Data Analysis Method

All audio-taped interviews were transcribed to fa-
cilitate data analysis. To explore their experiences, it is
necessary to develop a scheme to code the verbal re-
sponses gathered from the interviews. A coding scheme
composes a set of codes used to retrieve the “chunks” of
information that have meanings attached to them, and
then organizes them so that a researcher can cluster the
“chunks” of similar meanings together to find the an-
swers to a research question. One can construct a coding
scheme based on the research question, the conceptual
framework, or the hypothesis (Miles and Huberman
1994). But because of the exploratory nature of this
research, we utilized an open coding method instead to
extract the major themes or categories of teaching expe-
riences of FBPs. Open coding is a process where “data are
broken down into discrete parts, closely examined, and
compared for similarity and difference” (Strauss and
Corbin 1998, p. 102), without a predefined coding scheme.
Two research assistants who have had training in this
type of data analysis completed the coding task. They
independently read and reviewed the transcripts line by
line, generated labels/codes for “chucks” that contain
distinctive meanings, and then compared and revised
codes continuously. At the end of this process, each
derived a list of codes related to each question contained
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in the interview guide. The next job is check-coding
where the two assistants compared the codes they each
developed and discussed the discrepancies. After lengthy
discussions, some disagreements were resolved and some
still existed (see the final list of codes in Table 2). The
inter-rater reliability was calculated before and after the
discussion to assess the reliabilities of the analysis. Inter-
rater reliability is the ratio between the number of agree-
ments in codes and the total number of codes. Higher
inter-rater reliability implies more agreement among
raters of the codable blocks (Miles and Huberman 1994).
The inter-rater reliability improved from 84 perccent to
92 percent after the discussion. A reliability score above
90 percent is the conventionally agreed-upon cutoff for
inter-rater reliability (Miles and Huberman 1994). There-
fore, it was reasonable to conclude that the codes devel-
oped from the data were valid and effective in distin-
guishing different meanings.

RESULTS AND FINDINGS

In this section, we will present our findings of FBPs’
experiences in American business colleges. We consider
the experiences of their first year, and then focus on the
factors that may have impacts on their teaching experi-
ences. We also examine their teaching styles especially
how they have evolved over time and successful strate-
gies FBPs have developed to adapt to American student
body. Finally, we present suggestions and recommenda-
tions to American graduate school and foreign-born
doctoral students who are in preparation for American
academic life.

First Year Teaching Experiences

We began by asking faculty to discuss their early
teaching experiences, with a focus on their first year. This
question produced a wide range of responses:

“It was actually pretty good”(New Zealand,
Economics).

“It was really hard” (Hungary, Management
Information System).

“That was the worst experience” (Iran, Eco-
nomics).

“I remembered that internally I struggled a lot.
It may not be obvious to students but I remembered
often times I didn’t want to go to school or be part of
it” (Korea, Marketing Management).
When probing the reasons for challenges, culture,

and language seemed to play a role, with “difficulty with
accent,” “new student culture,” and “new university” all
being cited as issues. Given the heightened importance of
rapport and communication in the American classroom,
it was not surprising to find that language issues pre-
sented a unique challenge. As noted by our participants:

“I did have one student who told me she did not
understand one word that I said and she could not
understand the way I said her name” (Iran, Econom-
ics).

“I had to prepare a lot because I was a for-
eigner. I wasn’t very comfortable with English even
at that time. I spent lots of time coming up with
sentences, making sure that I was prepared and not
making a fool out of myself” (Korea, Marketing
Management).

TABLE 1
DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF FOREIGN-BORN PROFESSOR PARTICIPANTS

Frequency
Variable Range (n = 10)

Gender Male/female 6/4

Tenure: Assistant professor 5
Associate professor 2
Full professor 3

Disciplines Marketing Management 3
Economics 4
Management Information System 1
Finance 2

Native Culture European (U.K., Hungary, Russia, New Zealand) 4
East Asia (Korea, China) 3
South Asia (India) 2
Mid East (Iran) 1
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TABLE 2
LIST OF CODES

First Year Teaching Experiences (FYTE)
FYTE: Positive
FYTE: Negative

♦ Communication problems (language, accent)
♦ Different student cultures
♦ Teaching above student levels
♦ Large class size

Factors that Influence Teaching Effectiveness (TE)
TE: Linguistic problems

♦ Accent
♦ Pace of speech
♦ Could also be Excuse of troubled students
♦ Limited use of humor due to its cultural background

TE: Country differences
♦ No influence due to social or political differences
♦ Culture differences in educational systems (authoritarian vs. interactive orientation)

TE: Classroom etiquette
♦ Less respectful students
♦ More informality

TE: Demographic characteristics
♦ Gender – male authority
♦ Younger look could be taken advantage of
♦ Ethnicity

Teaching Styles (TS)
TS: Successful teaching strategies

♦ Engage students with more interactivities and hands-on exercises
♦ Understanding individual needs/abilities
♦ Set clear expectations

TS: Evolvement of classroom styles
♦ Less lecturing and more interactivities (discussions, cases, projects)
♦ Being more specific on learning goals/expectations
♦ Adjust to student abilities

TS: Most often used pedagogies
♦ Case studies
♦ Group projects
♦ In-class discussions
♦ Lectures
♦ Guest speakers
♦ Community/service learning
♦ Field trips

Better preparation for the academics: (PA)
PA: Preparation in the graduate programs

♦ Assistant teaching programs to gain experiences with undergraduate students
♦ Opportunities of class observations of master teachers

PA: Self-preparation
♦ Get teaching experiences
♦ Improve communication skills/English
♦ Maintain positive and open attitude
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In addition, issues such as unrealistic expectations of
students and large class size were also indicated.

Factors that Influence Teaching Effectiveness

Our participants identified issues such as language
problems, country differences in the area of educational
system, classroom etiquette, and demographic character-
istics may affect their teaching effectiveness.

Language. Here language again affects teach-
ing effectiveness of FBPs.

“I think that [language] affected my teaching
because we did not always understand each other
because of my accent” (Russia, Economics).
Fortunately, as our interviews revealed, the lan-

guage problem tends to become less of an issue as faculty
advance in their tenure track and start to develop strate-
gies to cope with their language issues. An interesting
point brought up by some of our interviewees is the use
of humor in class. Given the complex socio-cultural
meanings embedded in humor, our FBP participants
were cautious about using humor in classroom.

“I have to be a lot more careful of what type of
humor because there is a large number of a fairly
unknown background in individuals so I have to tone
down the humor. Because even milder things can
offend somebody, and that is especially true in a
more religious area” (Hungary, Management Infor-
mation System).
Country Differences. Differences in social or politi-

cal systems between our participants’ home countries
and the U.S. did not seem to have any effect on teaching
effectiveness. But differences in the culture of higher
education systems did seem to affect teaching perfor-
mance. For example, many of our interviewees attended
institutions at home that were dominated by authoritar-
ian, lecture-based classes, whereas heightened degree
and depth of interaction with the students is one of the
most distinguishing features of the American business
classroom. As a result, adapting to a more open and
participative style proved difficult. For example:

“Because I have 16 years of educational expe-
rience in Korea and I am used to the Korean way of
teaching. I also have some experience in the Ameri-
can classroom, but I have habits that I brought with
me from Korea . . . In the United States it is more
applied, it is more interactive” (Korea, Finance).

“In my program . . . there were pure lectures.
There was not a lot of problem solving and not much
interaction in them” (Hungary, Management Infor-
mation Systems).

“Yes well this was a different teaching style than
even in Europe. The teachers don’t really seem to
have authority here” (Russia, Economics).
Interactivity creates a performance aspect to teach-

ing, as well as a need for innovation. Success requires

extending beyond traditional lecture to a more varied
pedagogical approach. Information needs to be current
and relevant, and students should have the opportunity to
apply the material in a direct manner (through projects,
assignments, etc.). Just like one of the participant com-
mented,

“Basically here you have to have a smile on
your face. To a large extent being a professor here is
more like being a performer. In Iran, students don’t
care if you are looking at them or writing on the
board. Performance is a big part of the grade here
when it comes to (student) evaluation” (Iran, Eco-
nomics).
Classroom Etiquette. The informality of relation-

ships between students and faculty, both in and out of the
classroom, is perhaps the most discomforting to our
interview participants. American students have a strong
sense of equality with faculty members, and seem to
expect that their ideas will be respected, whether or not
they are correct. Consider the following comments:

“They think that you are their equal. They like to
refer to you by first name. Much, much more infor-
mal. In my country professors were there to tell us,
and were not there to be challenged. . . . It was not
customary to challenge or to ask questions right on
the spot. You have to give more respect and not only
in verbal communication but behavior too” (Hun-
gary, Management Information Systems).
In many home cultures of our participants, being

respectful is associated with showing obedience without
challenging the authority of the teacher. But American
students do not seem to infer any particular authority
from the degree itself. To them, it is only how knowledge
is conveyed that seems to bear any significance. Thus,
this classroom informality tended to be perceived by our
participants as disrespectful behaviors:

“I am uncomfortable with a certain amount of
informality. I don’t think it is appropriate to refer to
your professor by their first name. For example, I
don’t think they have the same degree of respect for
teachers that I was used to when I was a student”
(Hong Kong, Marketing Management).

“In India, we have to respect the teacher and we
have to show non critical obedience and we have to
listen to what the teachers say. That is the tradition
and culture. Here in the U.S. what is important is that
the students ask the teacher questions”(India, Eco-
nomics).
Demographics Characteristics. Sometimes, demo-

graphic characteristics such as ethnicity and gender
seemed to play a significant role. Consider the following
comments:

“I think being a woman is not a good thing.
Being an Asian woman is particularly not good.
Being a younger-looking person didn’t help either.
Had I been a European male, 6 feet tall with Euro-
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pean accent, things could have been easier” (Korea,
female, Marketing Management).

Evolvement of Teaching Styles: What’s Working

In our study, we are interested in learning what
strategies these foreign-born faculty members have de-
veloped to address the different learning styles of Ameri-
can students, especially how their teaching styles may
have evolved over time. All participants, including those
on tenure-track and those well-established full profes-
sors alike, mentioned the inevitable adaptation of their
teaching styles to the American students’ learning styles
and specific classroom behaviors. For our participants,
the evolution from the first year usually took place in
following areas:

1. Adjust to student learning abilities. Typically,
our interviewees came to the U.S. for graduate
studies. With no prior experiences with Ameri-
can undergraduate students and classrooms, they
were likely to use their own countries as a point
of comparison, and often developed higher and
unrealistic expectations for the students’ aca-
demic abilities than what the students them-
selves expected.
“I changed from my first semester of teaching.

I thought in the beginning that I was supposed to
teach them as much knowledge as possible. This was
not appreciated by the students, so I changed the
course content to meet the needs of the class and take
it down to focus on essential knowledge” (Korea,
Finance).
2. Set clear expectations for students. Several par-

ticipants emphasized the importance of setting
clear expectation for students.
“Probably one of the things that I do more

consciously than I did in my first years is that I
explain my expectations thoroughly. I try to make
sure that the students clearly understand my expec-
tations and I didn’t do this in my first years. . . . I
spend more time tying to make sure that they under-
stand the expectations than I did before” (India,
Finance).
3. Given that American students prefer informal

interaction to formal lecturing, almost all of the
professors in our study have evolved to include
more student activities in the classroom. They
couldn’t emphasize enough the importance of
involving students in the learning process, which
probably was not considered a top priority by
the professors in their home countries. For ex-
ample:
“I do less lecturing and more discussions and

more team projects. I try to get them involved in
doing things on their own. That’s pretty much my
major lesson. . . . The feedback always comes back

that is when they always learn the most when they are
in these project situations” (Hungary, Management
Information Systems).

Suggestions for Better Preparing for American
Academia

Our interviewees make suggestions to the American
doctoral programs to better prepare foreign-born stu-
dents for teaching in the U.S.:

1. Provide teaching opportunities: most of our
respondents strongly recommended that gradu-
ate schools should provide teaching opportuni-
ties for foreign graduate students, especially
those who are interested in teaching in US in the
future. They should be given the responsibility
to teach the whole class, rather than being a
teaching assistant for a professor. These teach-
ing opportunities will prepare graduate students
for the changing student expectation.
“Understanding what the American students

are thinking all you [need] to be a little more aware
of what might need to do to adapt. . . . A lot of it is
more cultural adjustment. Not so much teaching as
much as understanding what is different about how
were taught (sic.) and how that is different from
American students, so that at least you can close the
gap” (India, Marketing Management).
2. More mentoring from master teachers: One se-

nior member of our participants suggested:
“Maybe have them sit in some expert teachers

classes. There are some people that are master
teachers and I don’t think that any of the universities
take the time to tell the doctoral students that they
should attend at least one lecture by one of these
master teachers. That would be an incredible source
and very beneficial to the students. I think that
should be a required part of the program” (India,
Finance).
3. A required course in teaching: One participant

mentioned one teaching course he took in gradu-
ate school.
“It was about teaching methods, preparing un-

dergraduate students and how to do certain things in
the classroom, classroom management. I had to
interview the two professors from our own depart-
ment and write sort of a journal” (Hungary, Man-
agement Information System).
Our interviewees also make recommendations to the

foreign graduate students to better prepare themselves
before assuming teaching roles in American universities.
In addition to gain teaching experiences, they suggested:

1. Improve English Skills. No one seemed to em-
phasize enough the importance of good English
skills.
“I think that when they don’t have very good
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English skills it is not fair for the students taking their
classes” (New Zealand, Economics).

“We have accents and we can’t hide them. That
is probably my lifetime effort. The second thing is to
fill up the gap between our communication and our
knowledge. It is a problem because we know what the
answers are but we can’t express that” (Korea,
Finance).
2. Develop an Open and Positive Attitude. This is

particularly important for foreign-born profes-
sors as they eventually all have to learn that
adaptation is a must for them to become a
seasoned academia. Many of our participants
indicated the whole process of adaptation is
more or less frustrating. None underestimated
the psychological impact the teaching experi-
ences have on their academic life. Therefore, a
positive attitude seemed to be the key to their
success.
“Well just be more firm and be more open and

have more of a positive attitude” (Russia, Economics).

DISCUSSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Our study suggests that to foreign-born professors,
successful transition to the American classroom is largely
a function of cultural adaptation. These adaptations may
include improving language skills, understanding stu-
dent expectations in terms of appropriate classroom be-
haviors and professor-student relationships that may be
vastly different from their own educational experiences,
and adjusting teaching styles to different student learning
styles. Based on what we have learned from our partici-
pants, we recommend the following steps as a guide for
all foreign-born business professors to help them navi-
gate smoothly through their early teaching years:

1. Gaining sensitivity – the first step in a success-
ful transition to a different culture is to be aware
of the different levels at which cultural influ-
ence is conveyed. For an American student,
these influences can take several forms, ranging
from broad to specific. First, there is the “Ameri-
can” national culture which helps to define the
nation and its values. Second, there are also state
and regional influences that help to further de-
velop cultural nuance. It is important to recog-
nize these differences as they can influence the
classroom in terms of language and expecta-
tions. A student born and raised in New York
State, for example, might be very different from
a student born and raised in the state of Ne-
braska. Last, there may be issues of university or
educational culture. Currently, educational sys-
tems are managed largely at the state level, and
the large number of colleges and universities
provide the opportunity for schools to develop

“personalities” that attract certain types of stu-
dents. As such, it is important to not only learn
about the general area/university but the wider
culture as well. Interestingly enough, our stud-
ies suggested that it is not the differences of
national cultures but the characteristics of dif-
ferent educational cultures (authoritarian, lec-
ture-based vs. interactive, student-oriented) have
direct impact on the teaching effectiveness
among our FBPs. Thus, sensitivity to the cul-
tural influences at different levels will help
FBPs set realistic expectations for student class-
room behaviors and academic performances.

2. Acquiring Knowledge – once a general aware-
ness has been built, specific knowledge of your
students and classroom environment can be
developed. This knowledge focuses on know-
ing “what” – what are the expectations of stu-
dents and/or faculty colleagues? What level of
interaction is appropriate for a given type of
course? How much formality is comfortable in
my relationships with students? This knowl-
edge helps to identify points of difference and
potential means of minimizing those distances.
But as revealed by our participants, the obstacle
here for FBPs is the notion of self-reference
criterion (SRC) or the tendency of unconsciously
referring one’s own cultural values, experiences,
and knowledge as a basis for judgments or
decisions. Hence it is common among our FBP
participants to have heightened expectations
about student abilities, misperceptions about
appropriate classroom norms related to
interactivity and etiquette, etc. In our study, all
participants came to realize eventually the SRC’s
influence on the problems they face in teaching
and took measures to address them or make
adjustment. We would recommend proactive
measures for FBPs to (1) understand the prob-
lem at hand in both American and home culture
contexts with no value judgment, (2) examine
the influences of SRC on this problem, and (3)
develop teaching strategies to address this prob-
lem without SRC influence. At this stage, at-
tending teaching clinics, reading about effective
pedagogies and having courses reviewed by
master teachers can all contribute to narrowing
the knowledge gap of American business class-
rooms and creating an effective learning envi-
ronment.

3. Understanding Intangibles – Rapport with stu-
dents in and out of the class can serve as a true
performance asset if attention is given to the
subtler aspects of the interaction. For example,
be aware of how body language, gestures and
tone of voice might be perceived by students.
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Our interviewees have all learned over the years
that it is essential to fine-tune the delivery of
course content to create a more favorable envi-
ronment and that outlining specific behavior
expectations in the syllabus can minimize “dis-
respectful” behavior. It is imperative that for-
eign-born professors attend to non-verbal cues
and respond to student concerns to clarify pre-
cisely the issue or comment at hand. Given the
lower power distance in American society, for
FBPs from cultures of higher power distance, it
is also important to attend to the need of the
student to have his/her ideas valued and re-
spected. Other approaches that have proven
successful include providing recent and rel-
evant examples of concepts, engaging in a trans-
parent process (i.e., explaining what students
will learn and why an assignment is important)
which was often non-exist in an authoritarian
educational system, and providing greater in-
structional guidance for students.

CONCLUSIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR
FUTURE RESEARCH

The transition to life as a faculty member is seldom
easy, and can be more difficult for the foreign-born
business professors adjusting to the American class-
room. Our study showed that language skills have a
tremendous impact on the teaching effectiveness. Differ-
ences in educational systems between the U.S. and FBP’s
home countries significantly hinder their understanding
of American student’s motivations which may in turn
affect their expectation of classroom behavior and the
role that a professor plays in the learning process. FBP’s
self reference criterion may aggravate the problems they
face in their early teaching career. Our study revealed the
adjustments that FBPs have made to adapt which include
changing attitudes and expectations toward student class-
room behaviors, and changing teaching methods to move
away from pure lecturing toward more interactions and
emphasizing student involvement.

One theme that held true to almost every interviewee
was the constant internal struggles that they have en-
dured, especially in the early years of their career. These
internal struggles have led to emotional or psychological
drain among many of them. The consequences can range
from frustration, destruction of self-confidence, and some-
times negativity toward teaching and increasing distrust
and alienation from the students. As the business faculty
shortage continues in American universities and more
foreign students pursue teaching careers in American
business schools, their teaching effectiveness will inevi-
tably become an issue that any business school must face.
Despite the fact that they teach different disciplines, our
interviewees found the common administrative mental-

ity is that they are expected to be able to teach with no
difficulty. Albeit subtle, they expressed frustration with
the lack of support. Therefore, future research should
examine the types of emotional outcomes that may result
from their teaching experiences, and more importantly,
what impacts they may have on the other areas of their job
performance, such as research productivity, service ef-
fectiveness, and overall job satisfaction. It will be fruitful
to identify the type of supports that administration can
offer to make it smooth transitions for foreign-born
faculty members.

In this study, FBP’s self reference criterion with
regard to their own education experiences in home coun-
try seem to have an impact on the problems they face. But
we would also suggest future researchers examine the
interactions between a professor’s native educational
culture and his/her personal social styles on teaching
effectiveness. For example, although both graduating
from the same educational system in a foreign culture,
someone who is naturally expressive and amiable will
have an easier time adapting to American classrooms that
values interaction and discussion.

This study represents the first step toward under-
standing the FBP’s teaching experiences in the American
business classroom. As an exploratory research, we ex-
amined issues that are common to FBP in various busi-
ness disciplines. As marketing faculty, we are also par-
ticularly interested in identifying any unique challenges
facing foreign born marketing professors. For instance,
we assume the effect of understanding mainstream cul-
ture on teaching varies across different disciplines. More
specifically, we suspect that faculty teaching the techni-
cal aspect of information systems and those teaching
economics theories may feel the least relevance between
the American pop culture and the subject matters they
teach. While those teaching more application-based
courses, might find culture to have a greater effect.
However, the data of this study is insufficient to allow for
close examination of this matter. To provide more in-
sights for foreign born marketing professors in particular,
future research should gather more data from FBPs of
different stages of their professional careers and examine
if and how the perception of challenges in teaching may
vary. Especially, we think comparisons between foreign
born master teachers and rookies would prove most
instructive for all FBP marketing faculty. Comparisons
between native born and FBP marketing professors may
also help reveal unique challenges faced by FBPs.

Finally, Hofstede’s model of cultural dimensions
can be useful in future studies to formulate specific
hypotheses regarding how culture may affect FBP’s
expectations about American students, types of teaching
methods used in classrooms, and interactions between
faculty and students, etc. A larger scale data collection
with quantitative data analysis may be needed for hy-
pothesis testing.
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