Developments in Business Simulation and Experiential Learning, Volume 33, 2006

LEARNING ASSURANCE USING BUSINESS SIMULATIONS
APPLICATIONS TO EXECUTIVE MANAGEMENT EDUCATION

Owen P. Hall, Jr.
Kenneth Ko
Pepperdine University

ABSTRACT

Today the number of working managers returning to the
classroom is growing rapidly as a result of globalization
and technological developments. Many students are
enrolling in executive management degree programs
(EMBA) which feature flexibility and a focus on results.
While most EMBA programs are delivered in a different
format than the traditional MBA program the requirement
for learning assurance is still essential. Simulations, which
are used extensively throughout most EMBA programs as
part of the experiential learning process, provide one
approach for evaluating the effectiveness of curriculum
design and delivery. The purpose of this paper is to
illustrate how simulation in concert the development of
rubrics can be used to support the learning assurance
process in EMBA type programs.
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INTRODUCTION

The number of working managers enrolling in
executive MBA (EMBA) programs is growing (Edgington,
2004). EMBA programs are usually conducted in a style
and format different from that of standard MBA programs
(Fessler, 2001). Some specific characteristics unique to
most EMBA programs include the following:

Reduces emphasis on traditional lecture format

Uses lock-step cohort student groups

Focus on collaboration and hands-on exercises

Caters to student work demands and travel schedules
Permits students to use actual work projects in courses

Features more learning from other students
(andragogical) as compared with traditional MBA
programs

Nevertheless, the requirement for quality assurance is
as essential as in the more traditional residential MBA
programs. “Quality assurance” is defined as the process by
which the educational institution measures learning
outcomes against a set of specific goal and objectives. This
process involves assessing content coverage, learning
modalities, program rigor and resource support. One

learning strategy that supports the need for a “quality
assurance” is the Instructional Management System (IMS)
cooperative initiative (Graves, 1999). This initiative is
designed to promote systematic thinking regarding the
delivery of higher education, to improve learning outcomes
and to increase return on instruction investments. Specific
principles of the IMS initiative include: 1) education
involves more than a single course; 2) a course is more than
content; 3) content is more important that lecture notes; 4)
convenience is important, and 5) quality assurance requires
an integrated learning approach. A core element in the
quality assurance process is the formulation of learning
goals. Some specific learning goals associated with many
EMBA programs including the following:

e Strategic perspectives — To integrate economic, social,
technological and political trends into a holistic
approach to business management.

® Decision making —To develop cognitive competencies
such as problem solving, critical thinking, making
informed judgments, and using information efficiently.

® Leadership — To inspire and work with others to
achieve common goals.

® Change management — To understand the
benchmarking and best practice process. To formulate
cost-effective plans having specific performance
metrics.

® [nnovation — To foster an appreciation of the growing
reliance on technology and how it can be used to
enhance competitive advantage.

®  Globalization — To develop an international mindset
including an awareness of different belief structures
and cultural sensitivities.

Each of these knowledge constructs is somewhat
abstract in nature, especially when compared to more
specific learning aims such as developing a cash flow
analysis. Accordingly, these constructs are more difficult to
measure and to assess (Drost, 2001). Furthermore, most
EMBA programs do not use examinations or testing as a
primary vehicle to evaluate student performance. Many
EMBA programs are moving towards an increased focus on
customization and experiential learning (Fry, 2002). These
trends further complicate the assessment process. Thus the
question is how can learning be measured and assessed for
EMBA programs given these constraints?
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Figure 1 — Learning Assurance Process using Simulation
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Table 1 - Example EMBA Learning Goal & Objectives

Goal: Students develop an integrated, multi-disciplinary, holistic approach to business management.

Objective 1

Students’ recommendations and plans will incorporate relevant economic, social,
technological and political trends that demonstrate a holistic awareness of contemporary

business.
Objective 2 | Students will be able to accomplish the performance targets established the in business plan.
Objective 3 | Students will be able to develop and justify strategic recommendations that indicate the
integration of a variety of business functions or disciplines.
LEARNING ASSURANCE modified based on the assessment findings. This final step

The AACSB “new” learning assurance philosophy can
be characterized as follows (Miles, 2004):

“Schools should assume great flexibility in fashioning
curricula to meet their missions... Accreditation does not
mandate any particular set of courses...Contents of the
learning experiences provided by programs should be both
current and relevant to needs of business and management
positions.”

Flexibility is a key ingredient in this “new” philosophy.
Nevertheless, learning assessment does require a systematic
evaluation approach. Shown in Figure 1 is the overall
AACSB learning assurance scheme (Zhu, 2005). The basic
approach consists of establishing basic learning goals, as
outlined above, formulating precise objectives for each
goal, defining specific rubrics (measurement categories) for
each objective, assessing student performance against each
rubric (in the figure simulation is used as the evaluation
medium). The assessment outcomes then serve as a bases
for revising the curriculum and providing faculty
development as needed. The learning goals can also be

provides for a self correcting feedback process.

Table 1 presents an example goal and set of objectives
for the strategic perspective learning aim outlined above.
Similar goals and objectives would be developed for each of
EMBA program learning targets. Two to four objectives
would be assigned to each goal.

A variation to the standard AACSB learning assurance
process is Kirpatrick’s model (Galloway, 2005). Figure 2
presents Kirpatrick’s four element assessment system. The
first step (reactions) in the Kirpatrick model involves
obtaining feedback on student perspectives regarding the
learning process generally via surveys. The next step is to
assess specific learning outcomes using discipline specific
mechanism (e.g., marketing simulation). The third step is to
evaluate the student’s ability to apply course content to
overall program goals. This evaluation can be done, for
example, using a strategic simulation. The fourth and final
step is to identify and measure post-graduation student
achievement via surveys (e.g., salary). Thus the Kirpatrick
model takes the learning assurance process into the
marketplace as the ultimate assessment mechanism.
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Figure 2 — Kirpatrick’s Model Structure
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Rubrics are at the heart of the assessment process
(Ammons, 2005). A scoring rubric is a set of categories
that is used to record the assessed performance for a given
learning experience or assignment (Moskal, 2000). In an
EMBA type program, a number of opportunities exist for
assessing learning performance including: capstone
experience (e.g., strategic simulation), course-embedded
assessments (e.g., team presentations), portfolios (e.g.,
accumulation of student essays), andragogical centers (e.g.,
student lead instruction) and project thesis (e.g., business
plan).

Management integration is a core ingredient of most
EMBA programs. This learning requirement is often
addressed through the use of business simulations
(McKone, 2003). Business simulations have also been

found to be particularly effective in developing both
individual and team management skills (Aguino, 2005). The
development of team cohesion is also a typical objective of
an EMBA program. Furthermore, evidence has shown that
students engaged in simulations retain about 75% of the
instructional content compared to 5% for lectures, 20% for
audio-visual presentations, and 50% for discussion groups
(Johne, 2003). A large number and variety of business
simulations are presently available on the Internet (Cannon,
2005). An example assessment of several strategic
simulations can be found in Appendix A. The flexible
nature of Internet based simulations is particularly attractive
for executive management programs. One specific
operations type simulation that has found widespread use in
EMBA-type programs is the Internet-based MIT Beer Game
(Hong-Minh, 2000). This simulation is used to illustrate
supply chain management principles in an interactive
environment.

Simulations provide the opportunity to measure student

Table 2 — Rubric Template for Example Goal #1

Rubric Metric Poor Good Excellent
1 Simulation Business Plan
Mission Statement + Goals 0 0 0
Overall Strategy 0 0 0
Tactical Analysis 0 0 0
2 Performance Outcomes
Operations Targets 0 0 0
Marketing Targets 0 0 0
Financial Targets 0 0 0
3 Board of Directors Meeting
Plan Rational 0 0 0
Presentation Quality 0 0 0
Q&A 0 0 0
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learning both in terms of direct measures (e.g., earnings) as
well as indirect measures (e.g., planning and team work).
Table 2 presents an example scoring rubric template. The
template identifies the learning goal and corresponding
objectives. Associated with each objective is a rubric
consisting of three elements, each one is measured on a
three point scale. Other scales can also be used. In this
illustration the assessments are based on both direct (Rubric
2) and indirect (Rubrics 1 & 3) evaluations made by the
faculty. The context for this assessment is a strategic
business simulation consisting of a number of competing
firms (teams) with each firm composed of a number of
students who each take on a specific managerial role (e.g.,
CEO). The focus of the first rubric is on the quality and
completeness of the business plan. Specific assessment
items would be the quality of the mission statement and the
articulation of the business strategy (e.g., high volume, lose
cost). The second rubric addresses performance outcomes of
the business simulation. A typical business plan would
identify specific operations, marketing and financial
performance targets, e.g., increasing stock price by 10% on
an annual basis. Most EMBA students already have
experience in dealing with these types of business metrics
which underscores the utility of using business simulations
for assessing learning outcomes.

The third rubric concentrates on the board of directors
meeting (BDM) that would be held about halfway through
the simulation. The supervising faculty would serve as the
outside board members. Holding the BOD at the halfway
point allows enough time for the teams to respond and to
observe the consequences of any changes in the business
model. The BDM presentation should provide the logic
behind the current business plan and the rational for any
proposed changes. The PowerPoint presentation should
clearly identify the firm’s present status including specific
challenges. All team members should participate in the
presentation. The team should also show an ability “to think

on their feet” to a variety of questions and issues raised by
the board.

Table 3 - Scoring Assessment

Overall Score Assessment

22 -27 Exceeds Expectations
16 -21 Meets Expectations
9 -15 Below Expectations

Table 3 shows the overall scoring assessment scheme.
The three-point recording scale was converted based on: 1 =
poor, 2 = good and 3 = excellent. Typically, performance
falling in the “below expectations” category calls for
corrective action. However, it should be pointed out that the
learning assurance paradigm is based on the principle of
“continuous improvement”.

The philosophy of continuous improvement can be
applied to both the curriculum as well as at the faculty.
Table 4 illustrates this process for learning goal #1. In this
example the focus is on improving the student teams’
abilities to prepare and execute a strategic oriented business
plan. One approach would be to provide a 1-unit course in
business plan development or alternatively a business plan
bootcamp. For the teaching faculty one palliative would be
to have them participate in a business plan competition.
Many plan competitions are held annually both locally and
internationally.

One of the challenges associated with using a team
simulation for rubrics assessment is the problem of
“loafing.” One approaching for addressing the “loafing” or
“free-rider” problem is by having team members submit
individual performance assessments of each team member
and by having the faculty record individual performance
assessments based on specific tasks (Thavikulwat, 2004).
The use of simulation for rubrics assessment is not limited
exclusively to capstone or team oriented events (Rommie,
2003). Disciple based simulation (e.g., marketing) can also

Table 4 — Assessment Response of Goal #1

Goal Students develop an integrated, multi-disciplinary, holistic approach to business decision-
making

Rubrics Scoring | Scores below expectations (score = 12)

Specific Students fail to appreciate the integrative nature of business management and fail to

Findings properly respond to changing simulation outcomes

Learning Increase focus on developing an integrated business plan

Strategies

Faculty Participate in business plan competitions to better understand the role of planning and

Development plan development in business

Curriculum Provide a 1-unit course in business plan formulation

Design

External Identify specific online resources and testimonials regarding business plan development

Experiences
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be used to support the learning assurance process. The
faculty assessment can be complemented by student
feedback on individual team member contributions and
personal experiences via web based surveys.

CONCLUSIONS

Executive management education is on the increase as a
growing number of working managers are returning to the
classroom. EMBA programs tend to be conducted in a
different format than traditional MBA programs.
Furthermore, executive management programs often place
more emphasis on management integration, team building
and experiential learning. “Quality assurance” is defined as
the process by which the educational institution measures
learning outcomes against a set of specific goal and
objectives. AACSB “new” guidelines are extremely flexible
and thus provide for a school specific assessment strategy.
The overall assurance process consists of setting learning
goals, establishing objectives and defining measurable
rubrics. A scoring rubric is a set of categories that is used
to record the assessed performance for a given learning
experience or assignment. Simulations (strategic and
discipline based) can be used as a vehicle for measuring
learning outcomes using scoring rubrics. Simulations
provide the opportunity to measure student learning both in
terms of direct measures as well as indirect measures. The
purpose of this paper is to illustrate how simulations can be
used to support the learning assurance process in EMBA
type programs. The approach outlined herein can also be
applied to traditional MBA programs. Subsequent research
will focus on the collection and analysis of data from
faculty assessments, and student performance and feedback.
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APPENDIX A

Assessment Matrix of Selected Business Strategy Simulations
(1-10, 10 = best), * Web-based

Simulation Content | Interventions | Usability | Support Cost
(1)) ?2) 3) 4@ (per student)
Capstone* 8 5 9 9 $40
www.capsim.com/
Marketplace* 7 5 9 8 $45
www.marketplace-simulation.com/
MikesBikes* 7 7 9 8 $45
www.smartsims.com/
Markstrat 7 5 8 6 $50
www.boku.ac.at/iao/am/markstrat
AGV* 7 5 8 7 $60
www.globalview.org/
Business Policy 7 9 6 6 $20

www.eskimo.com/~fritzsch/

s

Content — Extent of the coverage and integration of the basic management disciplines.

Interventions — Capability to inject ethical, economic, technological and human resource issues.
Usability — Ease of use for both students and instructors including quality of graphical user interface.
Support — Quality of the user’s manual and online resources including phone service.
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