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LEARNING AS A MODEL BUILDING PROCESS 
 

For eight weeks of a sixteen week semester, students had been analyzing short prepared 
cases dealing with managerial incidents. They had weekly opportunities to sharpen their 
cognitive assimilation skills in studying and discussing various textbook concepts and 
propositions dealing with human behavior, interpersonal behavior, and group behavior. It 
appeared the weekly case analysis activities afforded opportunities to transfer these theoretical 
constructs to textbook type organizational and managerial situations. In each case they 
attempted to answer a critical question: What are the characteristics of effective managerial 
behavior depicted in the case situation? The experiment described below, in part, was meant to 
demonstrate to them that they already possessed assumptions, and even complex implicit 
models, of how effective managers should behave in various circumstances. 
 
Learning Skills Sought 
 

This experiment was an attempt to demonstrate the operation of theory-practice 
transference processes and meaning abstraction processes which occurs in learning situations. 
The experiment sought to demonstrate to MBA students that they were capable of applying the 
concepts, theories, and working propositions concerning effective managerial behavior to their 
own organizational experiences. The second major purpose of the experiment was to assess the 
degree to which students could make situationally-based value judgments. While value 
judgments are usually considered to be neither right or wrong as they apply to some aspects of 
personal behavior, this cannot be held true from a managerial point of view. Managers must 
learn to make judgments of value concerning the worth of a worker’s task behavior, as well as 
the worth of programs, products, and services. In a similar manner, students were encouraged to 
develop the skill of abstracting meaning from their work situations and to review the value 
judgments of managers in situations they were familiar with. Instead of making a task decision, 
as a manager might, they were required to make an assertion dealing with one of the two major 
theme categories, effective or ineffective managerial behavior. As will be discussed, this 
involves cognitive transitioning through stages of analysis under the assumption that some 
traces of those cognitive transitions would be present in their written case analyses. 
 

Four learning skills became the target for assessment in this experiment. The Cognitive 
Assimilation Skill is the ability to mentally grasp and understand a particular theory or set of 



Exploring Experiential Learning: Simulations and Experiential Exercises, Volume 5, 1978 

 147

concepts comprising a conceptual framework [3, p. 73]. The Transformation Skill is the ability 
to relate specific organizational or managerial behaviors, attitudes, or expectations with those 
presented in particular theories [3, p. 73]. Third, Cause and Effect Inferential Skill is the ability 
to attach meaning to disjointed facts presented in an organizational or managerial situation and 
to perceive a principle of uniformity operating therein. Fourth, Situational Value Judgment Skill 
is the ability to make reasonable decisions concerning the short-run or long-run worth of an 
employee or manager’s behavior in accomplishing the organization’s goals. This skill requires 
that abstractions be made from facts and cause- effect relations at the level of the analyst’s value 
system. In short, students were taught to learn to reason inductively to obtain answers to the 
question: What constitutes effective managerial behavior in specific circumstances? 
 
Abstracting Meaning From the Work Environment 
 

Figure 1 hypothetically depicts the levels of knowledge which mark the cognitive 
processes of a manager constantly abstracting meaning from the work environment. These four 
levels roughly correspond to the four levels of human abstraction specified by language expert 
Hayakawa [6] and further clarified by Reynolds [8, p. 49]. The model in Figure 1 assumes that 
the status passage of a decision issue through a manager’s thought processes typically may be 
marked by four increasing levels of knowledge. At the first level he recognizes symptoms of a 
possible non-standard condition in his system. At the second level he has collected and analyzed 
facts about the symptoms in an attempt to discover the existence of meaningful patterns. At the 
third level the manager has penetrated uncertainty enough to establish a new level of knowledge. 
He has verified the existence of a reasonable cause and effect set of relationships which appear 
to explain the presence of the symptoms. The fourth stage contains processes in which an 
informal criteria function is compared to the causal model for the purpose of discovering 
alternatives to satisfy the decision issue now stated in a problematic form. At this stage the 
decision issue is translated into the form of a solvable problem simultaneously with the 
discovery of a satisfactory alternative and one or more reference alternatives. 
 

Assuming that this scenario has some degree of validity in depicting the way effective 
managers cognitively process a symptom condition, the model contains two major implications 
for educating managers. First, the management teacher should verify that students can proceed 
through these four stages in a relatively efficient manner. Second, the model demonstrates how 
concepts and theory propositions are used as tools to facilitate the transition from symptoms to 
decision issue to solvable problem. According to this model theory becomes a necessary tool for 
completing each phase of the transformation. It should be possible to assess the theory content 
used in these transitions 
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by means of the residue present in the stage four decision framework. 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Twenty-three evening MBA students in a graduate management and organization theory 
course were asked to write a take-home case describing a managerial experience of which they 
had firsthand experience. They were required to describe an incident or situation which 
illustrated the behavioral difference between effective and ineffective managers. This 
assignment was designed to have them relive their past organization experiences for the purpose 
of viewing it from new perspectives, aided by the course concepts and theories. The students 
were asked to analyze this familiar data base and to apply the appropriate theoretical concepts 
and principles previously covered. They were to state summary working propositions which 
distinguished how effective 
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or ineffective managers did behave in the circumstances depicted in their case analysis. The 
cases were not to include the names of real persons, work groups, or companies. They were told 
that they would be graded on their use of concepts, theoretical frameworks, as well as their 
ability to identify working propositions which describe how effective or ineffective managers 
behave in the situation described. 
 

A method called thematic content analysis was used to analyze and score each case. This 
method parallels the method of “qualitative content analysis” suggested by Berelson [1, pp. 114-
134] and especially described as “thematic analysis” by Budd, Thorp, Donohew [2, pp. 47-49]. 
It is based upon the presence or absence of themes which may be subsumed under two theme 
categories: 1) characteristics of effective managerial behavior, and 2) characteristics of 
ineffective managerial behavior. These content categories are described as theme categories 
because they act as a larger “compartment” within which themes may be organized. A theme is 
defined as an assertion about a subject matter (Berelson, 1952, 18). The subject is the referent 
(e.g. the effective manager) and must be present or implied in the assertions. 
 

Figure 2 identifies the structural components which were experimentally employed in the 
analysis of themes from student cases. The analysis consisted of attempts to score concepts, 
theoretical propositions, and propositions concerning effective or ineffective managerial 
behavior. A set of scoring rules were also developed to avoid double counting and improve the 
meaningfulness of the resulting scores. 
 
 

FIGURE 2 
 

THE STRUCTURE OF THEMATIC CONTENT ANALYSIS 
 
Thematic content analysis consists of the following skill elements: 
 
1. Theoretical Recognition and Application Skill. A skill which defines the student’s overall 

cognitive abilities to apply organization theory and management principles to themes 
from real life situations. 

 
2. Concept Application Skill. A skill which defines the student’s cognitive abilities to 

properly transfer a learned theoretical concept to themes derived from real life situations. 
 

2.1 Concept Application Scores (CAS). A score used to assess the extent and quality 
of concept recognition and application learning skills consisting of: a) Stated Concept 
(SC), b) Implied Concept (IC), c) Direct Application of a Concept (DAC), and d)
 Misapplied Concept (MC). 

 
3. Proposition Application Skill. A skill which defines the student’s overall cognitive 

abilities to properly transfer a learned theoretical relationship between two or more 
concepts to themes derived from real life situations consisting of: 
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3.1 Proposition Application Score (PAS). This score is based upon the student’s 
correct use or misuse of identified working propositions based upon themes from real life 
situations as follows: a) Stated Proposition (SP), b) Implied Proposition (IP), c) Direct 
Application of a Proposition (DAP), and d) Misapplied Proposition (NP). 

 
 

RESULTS 
 

The merit scores derived from thematic content analysis of the twenty-three cases are 
presented in Table 1, ranked according to Theory Recognition and Application Score (TRAS)~ 
These scores range from 155 to 40 points. The median score is 74 points. These scores represent 
ordinal or rank data. Therefore it is admissible to perform nonparametic statistical tests only. 
According to nonparametic testing, the addition of the Concept Application Score and the 
Proposition Application Score to arrive at the TRAS score is not mathematically valid. 
However, it is convenient to have one number represent the ranking of student cases by a rough 
measure of relative degree of theoretical content. 
 

It is arbitrary to designate the cut-off scores for high, medium, and low achievement of 
theory recognition and application skills. However, using quartiles the lower quartile score (Ql) 
was 57, while the upper quartile score (Q3) was 94, excluding the 155 extreme score. It appears 
that the sample scores were distributed uniformly from a low of 40 to a high of 110. One very 
gifted student was able to achieve a very high score of 155. Clearly, his degree of achievement 
does not appear to fit well into this sample. 
 
 

DISCUSSION 
 

The two ranking scores were useful in distinguishing those students who appeared to 
possess different kinds of meaning abstraction skills. Some students apparently had not 
internalized the concepts and theory propositions presented in the text and in class discussions. 
Their CAS score was low, ranging from 10 to 50 points, compared to those who had mastered 
the theory and had scores ranging from 50 to 75 points. The PAS score helped to differentiate 
those students who could abstract meaningful propositions from their work experiences from 
those who could not. The latter students were usually able to describe phenomena in general 
terms but sometimes these descriptions demonstrated failure to penetrate deeply into what was 
happening in the work situations. Those students who fail to describe their work situations well 
also appeared to be unable to apply the concepts usefully. They failed in either of two ways. 
Either they failed to go into enough detail to apply the concepts well (low level abstraction 
failure), or they failed 
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to abstract propositions of effective managerial behavior even though they seemed to be able to 
apply concepts (high level abstraction failure). It appears that to be able to do an excellent job on 
both conceptual and propositional skills one must transition through multiple levels of 
abstraction without premature jumping levels or without excessive dwelling on lower levels. 
 

The results of the experiment demonstrated the following tentative conclusions. When 
students are required to analyze situations existing in their own work environment, they must 
come to grips with reality in a much more detailed and comprehensive manner than they usually 
do. In a sense, by defining aspects of their work situations they come to understand their own 
motives, expectancies, goals, and fears more comprehensively. Second, they learn more about 
the manager’s job they seek to depict descriptively in their cases because they learn to put 
themselves into this actor’s shoes--an experience they may never have attempted before. Third, 
they come to learn that concepts and working propositions derived from the theories of human 
behavior are necessary in order to successfully carry out the reality abstracting processes. 
Fourth, abstraction reaches its highest point when the student learns to apply a series of value 
judgments explicitly to the motives and behaviors of actors, especially the managerial actors. 
This level includes judgments that the manager should not have acted in a particular manner, or 
that he failed to act to meet a critical issue in the decision situation. Finally, the comparative 
method of case analysis allows the student to learn by either the positive comparative method 
which deals with an instance of effective managerial behavior, or by the negative comparative 
method which analyzes how ineffective managers behave in specific circumstances [9]. The 
student has implicitly learned how to build a model of events within a social system without 
even realizing that he was engaged in building empirically grounded theory [5]. 
 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

This model-building learning process is important for practicing managers from four 
points of view. First, it fits the naturally inductive and experimental mode of managerial 
thinking and acting. It allows room for informed intuition and the application of various 
heuristic decision rules which managers are known to employ in complex decision situations. 
Second, there is no intellectual forcing of an elaborate prepared (and possibly elective) model of 
effective managerial behavior upon the student. He is required to make a little more explicit 
what his experience has already taught him about how managers behave and how things operate 
in work environments, but which has remained until now, tacit knowledge [7]. Third, this 
learning process is useful in teaching managers the value of theory in helping them clarify their 
own actions and in understanding the behavior of subordinates, peers, and superiors. 



Exploring Experiential Learning: Simulations and Experiential Exercises, Volume 5, 1978 

 154

It aids them by providing a rich language of concepts and systems of propositions which may be 
applied as tools in abstracting meaning from reality. Fourth, it aids the teacher of management in 
pinpointing deficiencies in the student’s ability to conduct reality abstraction processes at 
increasingly different levels. 
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