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ABSTRACT

Journals, also called notebooks or log books, are frequently
used in conjunction with computerized business simulations.
This paper discusses the use of notebooks, as a form of
learning device. The paper takes the position that while
notebooks are used by most instructors -- as a written
assignment to accompany the simulation -- instructors are
not sure what to expect of notebooks and/or have no criteria
by which to evaluate notebooks. The paper suggests that a
notebook’s use can be enhanced through the use of menu-
driven computer support programs. The paper describes one
such Support program written with LOTUS 1-2-3 (release
2.00)™ for the DECIDE™ simulation.

INTRODUCTION

Many instructors who use computerized simulations in their
courses frequently require their students to keep a log,
journal or notebook of their decisions. If you are one of
them, then this article is for you. Similar to our experience
you may have found that for the most part, notebooks tend to
reflect “seat-of-the-pants” decision making and analysis,
rather than clearly thought out planning and strategic
analysis. Before a recent semester, one of the authors put
what he considered to be examples of “excellent” notebooks
from past semesters on the reserve reading shelf In the
Business Library (three different notebooks). You can
imagine the result: students simply mimicked these
notebooks. Perhaps Dr. Samuel Johnson’s epigram for the
student would be appropriate here, “Dear students, your
notebooks are both good and original; unfortunately the
good parts are not original and the original parts are not
good!” Thus, instead of reading about well defined strategies
and carefully planned decisions, we read entries such as:
“We really did not understand why stock price or ROI (or
almost any dependent variable) was acting this way, so we
went ahead and changed our price or promotion (or some
other independent variable).” Or, “We changed X or Y and it
seemed to come out okay;” or “We wanted to experiment
with promotion. . but we ran out of time.” While such
statements are more or less expected during the first round
of decision making, these comments unfortunately appear
throughout the rounds of play. In fact it sometimes appears
that students’ confusion about which variable(s) is related to
which only increases during subsequent periods of play.
Conclusions stated in the notebook reflect a general feeling
that they got a lot out of the game, even though there were
problems such as lack of time to investigate the
interrelationships of the variables more carefully, problems
with some team members arguing or not showing up, and/or
problems with the computer. some student teams are candid
enough to confess that they are not sure what to write in
their notebooks. Unfortunately, reading a notebook of this
kind leaves one with the feeling that students are still using
guesswork to make many of their decisions.

Notebooks reflect the failure of students to adequately
integrate the qualitative and quantitative techniques. This
seriously limits the value of notebooks as a learning tool.

We should not, however, totally blame the students for this
lack of sophisticated analysis. We believe that the
inadequate kinds of analyses frequently found in notebooks
reflect a shortcoming of both students and instructors.
Instructors, for example, expect that students have become
so familiar with various kinds of quantitative techniques that
the students can use them quickly to assist in making their
decisions. This expectation, however, fails to take account of
the fact that students have only a cursory knowledge of most
techniques, and also that computer support in utilizing such
techniques is not readily available to the students -- or if it is,
it is not tied into simulation in such a way so as to make it
readily available for the student to apply. Perhaps we expect
the students to integrate many cf, fferent skills and
techniques, when in fact, we ourselves have not provided
students with adequate ways in which to do the integration.
This led us to ask several questions:

1. What do we expect of the notebook?

2. Can we improve the method by which students maintain
the notebook -- and if so, how?

3. How should we evaluate the notebook?
The Notebook

It is not uncommon to find the use of notebooks or journals
in classroom settings. Many Literature courses, for example,
require that students keep a notebook as part of the course
(Platt, 1975b). The idea being that notebooks can augment
writing skills simply by requiring that the student write daily
and that the notebook forces the student to carefully and
clearly think through their explanations for or about various
phenomena.

Surprisingly, little has been written about the “notebook™ as
a pedagogical tool for computerized management
simulations. This is particularly noteworthy since we know,
based upon casual conversations with ABSEL members that
their use or recommended use is standard in many courses.
Many of the instructors’ manuals which accompany
computerized simulations recommend that a notebook or
journal of team decisions should be maintained and that it
should reflect the rationale for the teams’ decisions. As
instructors, however, we have to ask ourselves whether we
make it clear what the notebook should contain. While it
might be difficult to state precisely what an ideal notebook
should look like, most would agree that It should have
something more than guesses as to why certain numbers
were chosen. One particularly
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FIGURE E:

Press [Enter] to continue....

BA BB BC BD
141 PERIOD SALES (#) FPRICE PROMO.
142
143 0 3gB720 25 S00000
144 1 234555 29 500000
145 2 2222222 z28 300000
14s 3 500000 24 250000
147 4 500000 30.% 1000000
148 5 344444 90 100000
145 3 350000 28 300000
150 7 388720 25 500000
151 a 550000 3n 320000
152
153 Regression Qutput:
154 Constant 1121309.
155 R Sguared 0.075236
156 Ho, of Observatlions 9
157 Degrees of Freedom [
158
159 X Coefflcienti(s) -7514.51 -0.60673
%:? E stat of coeff. -=0.59354 =-0.58549
162
163
164
165
166
167
168

One of the highlights of this program is the glossary, which
is basically a brief explanation of the key terms used in
regression analysis. You will notice that the glossary appears
on the right side of Figure E. This feature was built in to
serve as a review aid for students who presumably learned
regression analysis in a previous course. Using regression
analysis students can readily observe the influence of one (or
more) variables upon another variable, and do so over time.
The main point is that this is the actual, historical data for
the student’s own firm.

Advantages of the Menu Drive Program in the Preparation
of the Notebook

The use of the menu driven program facilitates the
preparation of a notebook in several ways. it simplifies the
process of building and maintaining a data base of decisions
and results. It permits the user to generate numerous graphs
and regression analyses with ease. As a result it encourages
students to do far more analysis than they would be apt to do
if the process were more tedious. Students are given some
guidance and assistance in doing and interpreting their
results and therefore generate more meaningful results.

A typical problem that this program overcomes is the one
concerning historical analysis. Students often do not know
which data to use in their regression analysis. For example,
students make a set of decisions for a particular period, e.g.,
set the price of their product, determine the amount of labor
to schedule and inventory to purchase, etc.; then enter those

REGRESSION SCREENS, WITH GLOSSARY

BE BF BG BH

Brief explanation of terms:
Conatant = y-intercept In regresslon
eguatlion

R Sguared = varlatien in dependent
varlable assoclated with varlatlon
in the independent wvarliable(s)

Degrees of Freedom = number of
observations minus the number of
populatlion parameters beling
estimated

¥ Coefficient(s) = the relationahlp
between the respective independent
varlable(s) and the dependent
varlable, all other thinga held
constant

t stat of coeff. = t valune used to
the slgniflicance of thm reapective
coefficient. If absolute value of
the t stat exceeds 2.447 then the
coefficlent Is significant (1.e.
statistically dlfferent from 0)

at the 5% level.

decisions into the competitive arena (with other teams) and
finally receive the results of those decisions, e.g., stock
price, inventory, etc However, in constructing a data base,
they should enter for a particular period, some of their
decision entries for that period, e.g., price, promotion, R &
D, etc., and some of the output (after the actual round of
competitive play occurred) into the data base for that period.
The program prevents them from confusing this data base
entry by telling them which decisions actually will be taken
from their present set of decisions and entered into the data
base and which entries they will have to obtain from their
print-out and enter into the data base for that same period of

play.
The Notebook -- Evaluation

Evaluating a notebook remains the most difficult part of the
instructor’s task (Platt, 1975a). However, with this program,
several points about grading can be made. First a minimum
standard can be set. That is, all notebooks can be expected to
have graphics and regression analyses. The choice of which
variables and the student explanations (e.g., reference to
economic or marketing theories) account for the various
relationships has to be explained by the students. This
cannot and should not be part of the program. However,
there is no excuse for students not to carry out such analyses
with rationalizations such as: “we didn’t have time;” “we
could not get the program to operate;” or more importantly,
“it was too hard to transfer all the Information to a
spreadsheet package.”
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CONCLUSION

Notebooks are an important part of the learning process, if
for no other reason than they force students to express and
explain their decision criteria in written form. Certainly, the
maintaining of a notebook can be justified by informing the
students that today’s businesses are looking for people who
can not only make good decisions, but accurately and
concisely explain -- in writing -- why these are the “best”
decisions.

The menu driven data base and DSS program described
above does not (and should not) write explanations about
variables for students, but it goes a long way in helping the
students to focus on the explanations for why things occur,
while relieving them of the drudgery of having to go outside
the simulation itself for tools and software to help explain
and understand why various relationships occur.

While the program above is specific to the DECIDE
Simulation, it can easily be adapted for most general purpose
policy simulations.
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