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Abstract
We live in an increasingly complex and dynamic world.  Business, particularly in terms of how it is done, is changing.  Education, likewise, is not what it used to be.  Paradigms are shifting.  Technology is providing new opportunities, challenges, and conundrums.  How, then, should we teach for business success?

Based on recent research (Black & Wiliam 1998, Boud & Falchikov 2006, Bransford & Schwartz 1999, Doyle 2002, Gardner 2006, Hornblow 1997), it is suggested there is much to be gained by conceptualizing business education as an ongoing process that enables an adult learner to undertake journeys from recognition of prior learning (RPL) to preparation for future learning (PFL).

RPL, in relation to this discussion, is “a process that enables people of all ages, backgrounds and attitudes to receive formal recognition for skills and knowledge they already possess” (Simosko 1991).  It can be portrayed as in Figure 1 (Hornblow 1997).  Consistent with the metaphor of ‘excursions from RPL to PFL’, it is a spiral concept of life-long learning opportunities.

PFL is transfer of learning in specific and/or general and simple and/or complex ways (Bransford & Schwartz 1999, Doyle 2002).  It is learning that is sustained beyond the short-term (and the context of a learning institution if that is where it occurs) and is applicable to real-life settings and situations.

As an example of evolving good practice of the RPL to PFL conceptualization, an Applied Management course at The Open Polytechnic of New Zealand is described and critiqued.

Aspects of the course

An RPL component of the course (which concludes with a PFL orientation) is a Personal Profile and Plan of Action (PPPA).  This is submitted by the course member within the first three weeks of the course and carries an assessment weighting of 5 percent.  Questions addressed by the learner are:

· Who am I?  (This requires a brief statement – one or two sentences – of how the learner describes herself or himself to others.)

· What is my experience in formal education and training?  (This includes a list of formal qualifications.)

· How do I like to learn?  (This includes brief thoughts on methods such as reading, listening, being in formal classroom situations, and so on.  Also, it includes thoughts – good or bad – on how the course member finds learning at a distance.)

· What is my experience in life in general?  (Statements are made about things that have been, and are, important to the course member’s learning in situations outside formal education and paid employment.  Areas of focus can be family, community, voluntary organizations, sports, hobbies, travel, and the activities of specific interest groups.)
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Figure 1:   Flexible Assessment Model
· What is my experience in business?  (This includes comment on what the learner is doing and has done in paid employment, including, if appropriate, self-employment.)

· What is my experience as a manager?  (Without repeating things that have already been stated, the course member comments on things already done in life in general as well as those in the formal work environment.)

· What is my plan of action for completion of Applied Management?  (This is a listing of steps, in chronological order, that the learner will be taking.  Included are items that are significant but not directly related to the course, for example, travel, business, and family commitments.)

Importantly, this assessment instrument gets the learner quickly and relatively easily engaged in the course.  This is a key aspect of successful course completion in open and distance learning (Hornblow 2001).

Significantly, also, the question on how course members like to learn has thrown up interesting statistics over the past ten years.  About one-third of the learners have indicated a preference for self-directed learning, another third a preference for classroom-based instruction, and a final third for a variety of methods depending on the situation and circumstances.  This feedback is an important message to the course designer and learning facilitator to take individual differences into account.

A conceptual essay (30 percent), as a second assessment instrument, is designed to help the learners reflect on and come to terms with some of the major ideas and theories of contemporary management.  They outline their ‘philosophy’ of business management and critically evaluate it in the light of collegial and hierarchical models.  Then, in line with a PFL orientation, they discuss the implications of their critical examination for their development in their present and future management roles.  They are invited to make specific mention of how the development might influence their beliefs, cherished ideas and values.

A project proposal, interim report, and project report, accounting in total for 65 percent of the course marks, comprise the three parts of the research project for the course.  The project can be on any topic relating to organizational or management issues.  Typically but not necessarily, it focuses on problem solving and/or decision making within the context of team management and group dynamics and incorporates aspects of ‘heart’, ‘head’ and ‘hands’.  It can be based on a business environment or elsewhere.  Topics that have been explored and reported on by course members include:

· A performance appraisal system in terms of team as well as individual performance (in contrast to individual performance alone);

· The development and justification of a strategic plan for a small business;

· The involvement of diverse groups in the decision-making process for a large multi-cultural wedding;

· Women as a burgeoning workforce in a public service organization;

· The dynamics of family support during an individual’s extended period of redundancy and unemployment;

· A comparison of the goals, functions and structures of three voluntary organizations.

The project proposal, which accounts for 15 percent of the total course mark, provides a title that identifies the research topic, states research questions or objectives, justifies the choice of topic, describes at least three research instruments that will be used to gather data, and lists steps and deadlines of the research procedure.

The oral presentation, which accounts for 10 percent of the total course mark, is a report on progress.  It is addressed to the person or group to whom the final report will be delivered, for example, a chief executive, management team, or board of directors.  Typically, given the open and distance learning environment, it is done on audiotape (and a blank tape is included with the course pack for this purpose).  However, if course members prefer to do it on videotape, in person, or some other way, their wishes are accommodated.

The project report, of some 2,500 words plus appendices, accounts for 40 percent of the course mark.  Marks are allocated in terms of how well the research objectives have been met and in terms of presentation of the research.  A suggested report format is usually followed:  executive summary, introduction, methodology, discussion, conclusion, recommendations, references, and appendices.  However, alternative formats may be negotiated.

Customization rather than standardization is the approach.  Choice rather than dictum.  And eyes to the future.

Alignment with enlightened theory and practice

Does the approach align well with the recent research referred to in the introductory paragraphs of this paper (namely, Black & Wiliam 1998, Boud & Falchikov 2006, Bransford & Schwartz 1999, Doyle 2002, Gardner 2006, Hornblow 1997)?  Are there indications that the teaching and assessment (and more importantly the learning) is for business success?

Black and Wiliam (1998), in a review of hundreds of articles, identify many issues that had not been fully addressed in assessment practice such as focusing assessment on learning, separating grading and feedback, and using self and peer judgements.  Certainly, through the negotiation of a project by the learner and tutor, the Applied Management course focuses on real-life learning.  Also, there is a separation of academic grading and overall purpose.  Each learner is encouraged by the tutor to:  “Do the research primarily for your work and secondarily for academic credit.  Get the support of your work colleagues.  Make it genuinely worthwhile.”

Drawing upon the findings of Black and Wiliam and further evidence from a variety of countries and contexts, Gardner (2006, p. 197) argues the case of ‘assessment for learning’ rather than ‘assessment of learning’.  He finds the use of ‘for’ rather than ‘of’ “a compelling conceptualization” (ibid.).  Again, in relation to the course, the signs are good.  The ‘for’ in this specific instance relates to the workplace and the real-life development of work colleagues, including the learner himself or herself.  The opportunities are real.  This is in contrast to the assessment ‘of’ learning typical of ‘3-hour examination’ approaches.  As stated by Doyle (2002, p. 370):  “If knowledge is encoded and stored for the end-of-course examination questions, or to address an essay topic, then they are the future uses knowledge will be available for.”

Boud and Falchikov (2006, p. 399) argue that assessment in tertiary education over-emphasizes short-term feedback and certification of course outcomes met at the expense of “a longer-term emphasis for learning-oriented assessment to foster future learning after graduation”.  Accordingly, they make a case for ‘sustainable assessment’ to build on ‘formative’ and ‘summative assessment’ to foster longer-term goals.  They propose that “students need to become assessors within the context of participation in practice, that is, the kinds of highly contextualized learning faced in life and work”.  Again, the Applied Management course measures up well.  As indicated in the learner feedback below, the focus is longer-term.  There are indications that the learners are becoming critically reflective practitioners.

Consistent with the Flexible Assessment Model (Figure 1, Hornblow 1997) and the findings of Bransford & Schwartz (1999) and Doyle (2002), the approach recognizes that:

· Learners bring a diversity of experiences and expectations to a single course.

· Learners apply their learning in a diversity of contexts in which they are working and living.

· Learning to learn is a key aspect of transfer of learning.  Similarly, learning for transfer is important.  Such ideas are embraced by the concept of ‘spirit of transfer’.

· There are backwards as well as forwards perspectives.  What is learned on courses assists the learners in recognizing the learning that lies hidden in earlier workplace experiences (that is, the “Aha!” factor).

· When learners apply their learning to real problems and situations they engage in deep rather than shallow learning.

· As a result of their studies, learners are more self-confident and open-minded and hold broader views of the world.  They think more critically and are aware of how to be more effective learners.

Such points are confirmed by the learners themselves.

Learner feedback

A sample of 33 students, from a population of 150 who successfully completed the Applied Management course in 2005, all viewed the experience positively.  Typical of their comments were the following.

By a ‘returning to learning’ student:

With respect to the course in general, I believe it has provided an excellent ‘springboard’ to the recommencement of my ‘adult learning’.  I have now assembled a file containing a collection of articles and references which I have come across during the background development for the course.  It is information that is proving useful in a context external to the course academic work – my work environment.  I have also found many of the topics within the textbook, learning resource, and also readings to have real-life applicability.

By a learner focusing on ‘heart’ as well as ‘hand’ and ‘head’:

I will still need to apply some things that I have learned from my project into my work situations and this will be worked out over the next year.  I am looking forward to doing this and to seeing how these changes impact the ‘feeling’ around the place – by this I mean how it will feel for people to be more involved, and more in touch with purpose and vision, and how this will affect decisions that will be made.  I also feel the challenge of working out how to incorporate ongoing critical analysis of our organization and the way we do things – working out a process or procedure which ensures we don’t get caught in the same traps again.

By a learner experiencing improved thinking ability:

I have found this particular paper to be very helpful in developing my intuitive analytical skills.  I’ve been able to put names to certain behaviours and techniques and feel able to apply them mentally when a fast provisional perspective is called for.  I find the theory of Mitroff’s three error types [covered in one of the readings] to be helpful and included this in the organic organization’s analysis of the situation, discovering that consideration of the diametric opposite of what the original ‘obvious’ problem is perceived to be, can be very illuminating and yet might not be considered at all with different analysis.

By a learner experiencing improved empathy:

I used to think of myself as firmly embedded in the control tradition of management but now I feel that I have grown into a more person-centred, humanistic, relational type of manager.  In reading more and more about management, I realized that a lot of my opinions are actually in some way or another espoused in the changes that management have instituted.  So I sort of realized that some of my criticisms were not really founded in fact, more in emotion.  This made me realize the intricate transferential nature of the relationship between management and employee (staff) with responsibilities not only to the consumers of the service, but to the people rendering it.  It made me realize the importance of understanding their fears and feelings and ambitions and how important it is to keep them in mind when considering radical changes.  This aspect has made me more aware of the relational aspect of management than ever before.

By a learner becoming more confident and developing a greater appreciation of management styles:

Definitely my thoughts on my management style have changed by working through this course.  Let’s say at the beginning of the course I had a very narrow view of my management style.  My style was mainly mechanistic.  I was someone who didn’t want to take risks, was very conservative and took a safe and secure approach to working in a company.  Since then I’ve learnt many other approaches of management and feel that I’m someone with much more confidence.  I could now see myself taking a much more organic view of management or perhaps a coaching style in the future.

By a learner experiencing improved assertiveness:

It makes me question management more.  Before this course I would blindly accept the management directives, but now I will be able to assert my perspective if I disagree with the directive.

By a learner with a host of personal pluses:

I have changed.  I am more balanced and open to a second view, more analytical and critical of assumptions.  I will continue to seek self-development opportunities.  It will help me stay young.

There is no certainty that the teaching, learning and assessment are a direct contributor of business success.  Further research is required for that.  However, the feedback does provide strong support for the RPL to PFL conceptualization.

Conclusion:  A compelling conceptualization

It is suggested there is much to be gained by conceptualizing business education as a process that enables an adult learner to undertake journeys from recognition of prior learning (RPL) to preparation for future learning (PFL).

Metaphorically, the teacher acts as travel agent.  At the start of a business course, the teacher provides an environment in which the students can reflect on their past and present:  Who am I?  What is my experience in formal education and training?  How do I like to learn?  What is my experience in life in general?  What is my experience in business?  What is my experience as a manager?  What is my plan of action for completion of the course?  During the course, the focus of the facilitation of learning is on real experiences in a real world.  A research project – undertaken with a business - and a set of reflections are key components.  By the end of course, it is expected that the students will have developed abilities and attitudes that they can transfer to business and use in business on an ongoing basis.

Feedback from 33 adult learners who successfully completed an Applied Management course through the Open Polytechnic in 2005 supports the conceptualization.

Underpinning the approach is the presenter’s ‘Flexible Assessment Model’, involving partnerships among learners, education and training providers, industry, unions, and government.  This model, from the perspectives of institution and teacher, incorporates a cyclical process of pre-entry counselling, referrals between institutions as appropriate, learner profiling, negotiation of learning and assessment options, assessment, granting of credit, and consideration of new learning opportunities.

The model sits comfortably within the findings of recent research on teaching, learning and assessment.

The conceptualization of teaching for business success as organized excursions from RPL to PFL is compelling.  In the words of an Applied Management course member:  “My project is not finished.  It will definitely be put into practice.  That’s great for me!”

And for all of us!
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