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Abstract of Dissertation

Degrees of Relevance: A Basic Qualitative Study
of How MBA Students Make Their Education Relevant
as They Cross Boundaries Between School and Work

The purpose of the study was to explore how working professionals enrolled in
MBA programs make their education relevant. This inquiry was guided by the following
central research question: How do students enrolled in MBA programs make their
education relevant as they cross boundaries between school and work? The central
research question was supported by three subquestions: What are the objects crossing the
boundary between the MBA program and students” workplaces? How do MBA students
broker learning at the boundary? At what level are interactions occurring and to what
end?

Grounded in social constructivist epistemology, a basic qualitative method was
chosen for this study. Data were collected through 18 semi-structured interviews with 10
students and eight learning partners, 18 field notes that described the context of the
interview and early insights from the data collected, and 28 documents such as course
descriptions and work presentations. Study participants shared a total of 39 critical
incidents of learning that crossed the boundary between school and work. Data were
analyzed and synthesized to produce three overall themes, which were translated into a
typology of four relevance-making types, which provided the basis for 10 participant
profiles. Then, patterns of content, process, and outcomes for each type of relevance-
making were analyzed and synthesized.

This study found that relevance-making differed by type and depended upon

students’ intentions for Innovative Climbing, Identity Switching, Introspective Exploring,

vii



or Fast Founding. In Innovative Climbing, students integrated new business concepts
from school at work in order to earn promotions. In Identity Switching, students changed
how they saw themselves and how others saw them in order to change where they work.
In Introspective Exploring, students reflected upon their experiences in ways that
informed their career goals. In Fast Founding, a student rapidly introduced business
concepts from school into the workplace to sustain his business venture. It was through

discovering or realizing these intentions that relevance was made.

Keywords: boundary crossing, boundary object, brokering, business education, inquiry

process, learning from experience, transformation
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CHAPTER 1:

INTRODUCTION

More than 30 years ago, in a seminal evaluation of the state of business education,
Porter and McKibbin (1988) lamented, “In content and pedagogy, the education many
business schools provide does little to prepare managers for their day-to-day realities”

(p. 258). Since that time, there has been an ongoing debate surrounding the rigor and
relevance of business education (Benjamin & O’Reilly, 2011; Bennis & O’Toole, 2005;
Ghoshal, 2005; Navarro, 2008; Pfeffer & Fong, 2002, 2004; Rubin & Dierdorff, 2009,
2011, 2013). The current argument “brings into focus both the nature and impact of
formal knowledge realized through management research and the apparent lack of
practical skill, self-critical insight and awareness instilled in students of such knowledge”
(Chia & Holt, 2008, p. 471).

One of today’s outspoken critics of business schools, Henry Mintzberg (2004),
claimed that business faculty are teaching the wrong students the wrong content with the
wrong methods. In Mintzberg’s view, the students are wrong because conventional
students in master’s of business administration (MBA) programs typically have little
work experience and are not practicing managers. The content is wrong because the
conventional MBA curriculum consists of a set of specialized, not integrated, business
functions, including accounting, finance, marketing, and operations, among others. The
methods are wrong because conventional MBA pedagogies often include traditional
lectures, business cases, and simulations, but rarely include learning experiences that are

situated in the real world.



Against this backdrop, this research study sought to respond to claims that
business education is irrelevant by applying adult learning theory to questions related to
how students make business education relevant as they cross boundaries between school
and work. This chapter begins with a statement of the problem, which points to a lack of
consensus around the definition of relevance and emphasizes the subject and object of
relevance. Building on the problem statement are the study’s statement of purpose,
research questions, conceptual framework, summary of methodology, and potential
significance for various stakeholders. Chapter 1 concludes with a subjectivity statement

and definitions of key terms.

Statement of the Problem

Relevancy has been described as a significant issue confronting graduate
management education (Rubin & Dierdorff, 2009) and the source of business schools’
crisis of legitimacy (Rynes & Trank, 1999). Through a robust examination of recent
criticism, Rubin and Dierdorff (2009) revealed “a substantial lack of consensus regarding
what is actually irrelevant or relevant about contemporary management education”

(p. 209). For claims of relevance to hold value, they must be made within a specific

context—namely relevance to what and to whom.

What Is Relevant

Managerial competencies. Extensive research has been conducted on managerial
competencies—the knowledge, skills, and attributes required of managers. Drawing from

these foundational perspectives, Rubin and Dierdorff devised a comprehensive



management competency model in 2009. As part of the study, actual managers were

interviewed to identify the following six competencies:

1.

2.

Managing decision-making processes

Managing human capital

Managing strategy and innovation

Managing the task environment

Managing administration and control

Managing logistics and technology

Building upon this scholarly work, the Graduate Management Admission Council

(GMAC), an organization that conducts research about management education, devised

an MBA competency model. The model is depicted in GMAC’s (2014a) Corporate

Recruiters Survey and detailed in Table 1.1 below.

Table 1.1
Graduate Management Admission Council’s MBA Competency Model
Rank Communication = Teamwork Technical Leadership ~ Managerial
1 Oral Adaptability Quantitative  Integrity Manage
communication analysis decision-making
process
2 Listening skills Ability to value Qualitative Drive Manage task
opinions of others analysis environment
3 Written Cross-cultural Core Innovation Manage strategy
communication  sensitivity business and and innovation
knowledge creativity
4 Presentation Ability to follow  Technology  Ability to Manage human
skills a leader inspire capital
others
5 Negotiation Delegation skills  Specific Strategic Manage
skills language vision administrative
skills activities

Note: From GMAC’s (2014a) Corporate Recruiters Survey. Reprinted with permission from the
Graduate Management Admission Council. GMAC™ is a trademark of the Graduate
Management Admission Council.



Comparing the two models, GMAC’s fifth category, titled “Managerial,” almost
replicates Rubin and Dierdorff’s (2009) competency list. One element of Rubin and
Dierdorff’s list—managing logistics and technology—is omitted. GMAC’s model,
however, is much more expansive. It includes four additional categories: communication,
teamwork, technical, and leadership. Each category has five competencies, which are
ranked in order of importance.

While stakeholders are moving toward consensus regarding competencies, the
relevancy debate continues. Benjamin and O’Reilly (2011) found that even the most
well-regarded MBA programs produce graduates who are less prepared for the
professional challenges that lie ahead. These results represent recent findings from a long
list of scholars (Bennis & O’Toole, 2005; Chia & Holt, 2008; Ghoshal, 2005; Mintzberg,
2004; Navarro, 2008; Pfeffer & Fong, 2004; Porter & McKibbin, 1988) who have been
asking whether or not the knowledge and skills that an MBA conveys hold practical
relevance. Interestingly, different competencies have been found to hold differing

relevancies for different stakeholder groups.

Relevant to Whom

According to the literature, three stakeholder groups in management education
have differing views on its relevance. Business school faculty want to teach what they
know—managerial competencies and technical business skills (Bennis & O’Toole, 2005;
Rubin & Dierdorff, 2009). MBA employers want to hire students who demonstrate strong
communication and teamwork skills (GMAC, 2014a). Finally, MBA students come to
business school to learn leadership, hoping to obtain a job offer for a managerial, not

individual contributor, role (GMAC, 2014a; Rynes, Trank, Lawson, & llies, 2003).

4



Relevant to business school faculty—managerial and technical. Business
school faculty generate MBA research and design MBA curricula. According to Bennis
and O’Toole (2005), “Faculty tend to teach what they know, which often turns into first
class instruction on methodology and scientifically-oriented research” (p. 5). Bennis and
O’Toole believed that many possess a deep expertise in a narrow field of study, from
which they are most comfortable lecturing, and that some tend to shy away from teaching
concepts at the enterprise level or encouraging students to explore the intersections of
their narrow fields with broader business school disciplines. When faced with the task of
teaching management, some business school faculty rely heavily on the scientific
method, rather than turning to the profession itself (Bennis & O’Toole, 2005).

Rubin and Dierdorff’s (2009) managerial competencies are well represented in the
MBA curricula of 373 schools, representing 85% of schools accredited by the
Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business. As shown in Table 1.2, the
competency of managing administration and control is most represented, while managing

strategy and innovation is least represented.

Table 1.2
Managerial Competencies and Curriculum Coverage

Avg. within school

Managerial competency % of curriculum coverage
Managing decision-making processes 10
Managing human capital 13
Managing strategy and innovation 9
Managing the task environment 21
Managing administration and control 27
Managing logistics and technology 15
Other 5

Note: From Rubin and Dierdorff (2009).



Relevant to MBA employers—communication and teamwork. Priorities of
MBA employers differ from those of business school faculty. According to the 2014
GMAC Corporate Recruiters Survey results, MBA employers value communication and
teamwork over technical, leadership, and managerial skills. Each category is broken into

five elements on a continuum of high to low required proficiency in Figure 1.1.

Oral communication

Listening skills

Written communication
Presentation skills

Adaptability

Integrity

Ability to value opinions of others
Drive

Cross-cultural sensitivity

Ability to follow a leader
Quantitative analysis

Qualitative analysis

MNegotiation skills

Core business knowledge
Innovation and creativity

Ability to inspire others Communication

Strategic vision

Delegation skills

Technology Leadership

Specific language skills

Managing decision-making process
Managing task environment Managerial
Managing strategy and innovation
Managing human capital
Managing administrative activities

Teamwork

Technical

Low High
Standardized measure of required proficiency

Figure 1.1. Skills companies demand in graduate business school hires (GMAC, 2014a).
Reprinted with permission from the Graduate Management Admission Council.

Many post-MBA employers have rigid screening processes for the MBA talent
pool. These processes can lead students to believe that employers value hard skills over
soft ones. First, some employers have MBAs complete an online application that asks for
undergraduate grade-point averages and Graduate Management Admission Test scores.
Second, some employers screen candidates for experience with analytical thinking and

problem-solving, looking for engineering or computer science undergraduate majors or



for strong grades in highly quantitative coursework. Finally, some employers ask a series
of technical questions during interviews, including calculating a weighted average cost of
capital or analyzing market size, as a way to test technical skills.

Relevant to MBA students—Ileadership. MBA students are less interested in
learning the managerial competencies described by Rubin and Dierdorff (2009). Similarly,
they care less about what matters to MBA employers—communication and teamwork.

The 2014 GMAC Prospective Students Survey reported that MBA students are
most interested in learning about leadership. GMAC’s (2014b) survey posed the
following question: “Thinking about your ideal business school curriculum, what do you
expect to learn during a graduate management program?” (p. 17). Figure 1.2 is a Wordle,
where the size of the word represents the proportional responses of prospective students.
Leadership had the most responses with 2,784. Technical skills of finance, marketing,
and accounting followed closely behind. Management was smaller in size, indicating
fewer responses, followed by communication. Team was the smallest of all five MBA

competencies.

GET ™ e ATRLY,

LEAan, s area
CURRICULUM resounces IN HOPE macms 50
PROFESSIONAL GAIN HELP

EHAL mACTICALm REAL "rL‘Dbll;\Hl TAND
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WANTTECHNICAL““"" M ARKETIN WORLD (()N()r\m(.:

ENTREPRENEURSHI
=== FINANCE.
cowces COMMUNICATION NEW
“usos INTERNATIONAL  DIFFERENT BETTER co oy il
PRACTICES RESES ARCHO AREER WORK ANALYS’S FUTURE
womas, GRADUATE EFFECTIVELY. m::sas AR,
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STOETS ('OLFEE"; - ]"EAM CEQREE
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Figure 1.2. How business school students describe the ideal curriculum (GMAC, 2014b).
Reprinted with permission from the Graduate Management Admission Council.



Rynes, Trank, Lawson, and Ilies (2003) studied motives for attending business

school. In their study, they quoted Collins (1996), who argued that MBAs “view

education as a stepping stone to lucrative careers” (p. 270). As such, MBAs want to

acquire skills and earn strong grades in courses that lead to leadership roles and,

therefore, highly compensated post-MBA employment.

In summary, conflicting opinions prevail about what is deemed relevant or irrelevant

in business education. Answering the question of relevant to what, Rubin and Dierdorff’s

(2009) competencies model represents a subset of a much larger and more comprehensive

model developed by the GMAC (2014a). Answering the question of relevant to whom,

managerial and technical competencies are most relevant to business school faculty,

communication and teamwork are most relevant to MBA employers, and leadership is most

relevant to MBA students. A summary of relevance studies is presented in Table 1.3.

Table 1.3
Summary of Relevance Studies

Rank  Communication Teamwork Technical Leadership Managerial

1 Oral Adaptability Quantitative Integrity Manage
communication analysis decision-making

process
2 Listening skills Ability to Qualitative Drive Manage task
value opinions analysis environment
of others

3 Written Cross-cultural ~ Core business  Innovation Manage strategy

communication sensitivity knowledge and and innovation
creativity

4 Presentation Ability to Technology Ability to Manage human

skills follow a leader inspire capital
others

5 Negotiation Delegation Specific Strategic Manage

skills skills language vision administrative
skills activities
! ! ! ! !

Relevant to Relevant to Relevant to Relevantto  Relevantto
employers employers faculty students faculty
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Amidst these conflicting views of MBA relevancy, students are caught in the
middle. Students are being offered a curriculum that, while not totally relevant to them or
their potential employers, they must learn in order to earn a degree, while at the same
time they may face employer expectations and skill demands that they are not prepared to
meet. Absent an alignment between curriculum and practice, students are key agents in
making management education relevant in their practice. In other words, the
effectiveness of management education lies in the students’ ability to make what they are
learning in school relevant to practice. Relevance is made where learning meets practice,
and learning meets practice at the school-work boundary.

Yet, the problem is that we know little about how, by crossing the boundaries
between school and work, students make their management education relevant for them
and the other stakeholders in MBA education. Claims of irrelevant graduate management

education provided the foundation for this study’s purpose.

Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of the study was to explore how students in an MBA program make
MBA education relevant as they cross the boundaries between school and work. This
inquiry was guided by the following central research question: How do students enrolled
in MBA programs make their education relevant as they cross boundaries between school
and work? The central research question was supported by three subquestions:
1. What are the objects crossing the boundary between the MBA program and
students’ workplaces?

2. How do MBA students broker learning at the boundary?



3. At what level are interactions occurring and to what end?
The central research question, as well as the subquestions, pointed to the study’s

conceptual framework.

Conceptual Framework

This research built upon the belief that boundaries hold the potential for
learning. More specifically, for working professionals enrolled in an MBA program
and crossing the boundary between school and work, this research examined three
things: the content, process, and outcome of learning at the boundary. The study
examined the content of learning at the boundary by inquiring about what or who
crosses boundaries (brokers, objects, and interactions) and therefore makes learning
relevant (Wenger, 1998, 2000). The study also examined the process or how boundary
crossing occurs for working professionals enrolled in an MBA program, perhaps as
learning mechanisms of identification, coordination, reflection, and transformation
(Akkerman & Bakker, 2011a, 2011b). Finally, this study inquired about the outcomes
of learning at different levels of interaction by asking at what level interactions
occur—institutional, interpersonal, and/or intrapersonal—and to what end learning
occurs for working professionals enrolled in an MBA program (Akkerman &
Bruining, 2016). The conceptual framework that guided this research is depicted in

Figure 1.3.

10



BOUNDARY School Work
|
1

CONTENT People, Objects,i& Interactions
:
Identification
Coordination
PROCESS
Reflection
Transformation
1
1
OUTCOME Intrapersonal Level o'a\.
‘),‘L\O
&
e
RN

Interpersonal Level

Figure 1.3. The study’s conceptual framework (based in part on Akkerman & Bakker,
2011a, 2011b; Akkerman & Bruining, 2016; Wenger, 1998, 2000).

Summary of Methodology

Guided by a conceptual framework, a potential outcome of research is to make
“culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of the social life-world”
(Crotty, 1998, p. 67). This research took a social constructivist stance. Social

constructivism was explained by Creswell (2013) as a worldview where

Individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live and work. They
develop subjective meanings of their experiences. . . . These meanings are varied
and multiple, leading the researchers to look for the complexity of views. . . .
Often these subjective meanings are negotiated socially and historically. In other
words, they are not simply imprinted on individuals but are formed through
interactions with others (hence social constructivism) and through historical and
social norms that operate in people’s lives. (pp. 24-25)

With a social constructivist stance, this researcher relied on participants’ views of

their experiences, such that subjective meanings are “not simply imprinted on individuals
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but are formed through interactions with others” (Creswell, 2013, p. 25). Merriam and
Tisdell (2016) recognized two levels of interpretation, that of the study’s participants who
interpret their own realities and that of the researcher who interprets the participants’
interpretations.

Grounded in social constructivist epistemology, a qualitative method was chosen

for this study. Qualitative research is

a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. Qualitative research
consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible.
These practices transform the world. They turn the world into a series of
representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs,
recordings, and memos to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an
interpretative, naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative
researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or
interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2011, p. 3)

Qualitative research as a method matched the study’s need for rich description, its
focus on meaning, and its use of the researcher as instrument (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
The nature of this match is detailed in Chapter 3.

In this basic qualitative study, participant selection was purposeful, meaning it
was “based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, understand, and
gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned”
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 96). Three factors were considered for purposeful
sampling—*“the decision as to whom to select as participants (or sites) for the study, the
specific type of sampling strategy, and the size of the sample to be studied” (Creswell,
2013, p. 155).

In terms of selection criteria for study participants, participants had to be enrolled

in an MBA degree program and hold a part-time or full-time job. This researcher defined
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a two-tier sampling strategy, employing criterion-based sampling followed by snowball
sampling. The sample size was at least seven MBA students, plus seven to 14 learning
partners. For the purposes of this study, a learning partner could be either a person in the
workplace or a person in the classroom who had been impacted by an MBA student’s
boundary-crossing learning.

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) described data collection as “asking, watching, and
reviewing” (p. 105). In line with this description, data collection for this study occurred
through interviews, field notes, and document reviews. Interviews obtained “direct
quotations from people about their experiences, opinions, feelings, and knowledge”
(Patton, 2015, p. 14). Field notes were taken after each interview as a means of capturing
“detailed descriptions of people’s activities, behaviors, actions” (Patton, 2015, p. 14).
Documents were reviewed for “excerpts, quotations, and entire passages” (Patton, 2015,
p. 14).

Eighteen semi-structured interviews yielded 39 critical incidents of learning that
crossed the boundary. Each of these interviews started with a participant questionnaire
that was used to determine whether or not the student met the study’s eligibility criteria
of being enrolled in an MBA degree program while working part-time or full-time.
Within 24 hours of each interview, the researcher made field notes that described the
context of the interview and early insights from the data collected. Twenty-eight
documents, such as MBA course syllabi and teaching materials, were collected during or
shortly after interviews. Data were managed through NVivo software.

Coding involved a three-step process, moving (1) from data to codes, (2) from

codes to categories, and (3) from categories to themes (Saldana, 2012). Data were
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analyzed using a spiral approach (Creswell, 2013) that included organizing the data,
reading and memoing, describing and classifying data into codes, categories, and themes,
interpreting the data, and representing or visualizing the data. Data were synthesized into
three themes, a related typology, 10 participant profiles, and three patterns of relevance-
making (content, process, and outcome) in order to explain how students make their
education relevant as they cross boundaries between school and work. Acknowledging
the exploratory nature of this inquiry, this researcher made a statement about its potential

significance.

Statement of Potential Significance

The present study holds potential significance for both scholars and practitioners.
Scholars of boundary crossing have written about the boundaries that exist within and
between the domains of work, school, and everyday life (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b).
In a 2011 literature review, Akkerman and Bakker found 127 articles focused on
boundaries within work, 12 articles focused on boundaries within school, and 11 articles
focused on boundaries within everyday life. In the same review, 17 articles focused on
the boundary between school and work, 11 on the boundary between school and everyday
life, and three on the boundary between work and everyday life. Of the 17 articles
focused on the boundary between school and work, only three articles examined higher
education: Garraway (2010), Smeby and Vagan (2008), and Williams and Wake (2007).
The present study’s focus on MBA education contributes to a deeper understanding of
this population’s potential for learning across the boundary separating school and work, a

boundary that is not currently well understood.
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Practitioners, such as employers and educators, may be informed by this study.
Employers may consider how to better support employees in making management
education relevant to their work. Educators may consider the content and process of
relevant graduate management education when designing MBA curricula, including

leveraging the boundary to bring work experiences into the learning environment.

Subjectivity Statement

Maxwell (2013) noted that “any view is a view from some perspective, and is
therefore shaped by the location (social and theoretical) and lens of the observer” (p. 46).
For more than half of her life, this researcher has been immersed in the field of education
as a student, faculty member, and higher education leader. Over the past 12 years, she has
worked in graduate management education and seen the principles of andragogy
(Knowles, 1984) at work in her classroom. The researcher’s own experiences with
learning at the boundary, as an executive doctoral student who is simultaneously
employed and a faculty member teaching executive MBAs as working professionals,
influenced her interest in this topic and her approach to this study.

Against this backdrop, this researcher made several assumptions about this study.
This research posits that

e MBAs are responsible for making their learning relevant;

e MBAs who attend classes while working are people who cross boundaries;

e MBAs who attend classes while working share objects, such as ideas, concepts,
terminology, skills, frameworks, processes, or practices, across boundaries;

e MBAs who attend classes while working engage in actions and interactions that
cross boundaries;
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e Boundaries hold the potential for learning for working professionals enrolled in
an MBA program;
e Learning at the boundary separating school and work for MBA working
professionals occurs through multiple mechanisms; and
e Learning at the boundary separating school and work for MBA working
professionals may occur at multiple levels.
These assumptions informed the lens that the researcher applied when reviewing the

literature in Chapter 2 and presenting conclusions and implications in Chapter 5.

Definition of Key Terms

In order to promote clarity and understanding, definitions were chosen for key
terms deemed central to the study.

Boundary. “A sociocultural difference leading to discontinuity in action or interaction”
(Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b, p. 133).

Boundary crossing. The process of “negotiating and combining ingredients from different
contexts to achieve hybrid situations” (Engestrom, Engestrom, & Karkkainen,
1995, p. 319).

Boundary-crossing competencies. “The ability to manage and integrate multiple,
divergent discourses and practices across social boundaries” (Walker & Nocon,
2007, p. 181).

Boundary encounters. “Single or discrete events that provide connections” (Wenger,
1998, p. 113) across a boundary.

Boundary objects. Artifacts that “both inhabit several intersecting worlds and satisfy the
informational requirements of each of them. . . . [They are] both plastic enough to
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adapt to local needs and the constraints of the several parties employing them, yet
robust enough to maintain a common identity across sites. They are weakly
structured in common use, and become strongly structured in individual site use.
These objects may be abstract or concrete. They have different meanings in
different social worlds but their structure is common enough to more than one
world to make them recognizable, as means of translation” (Star & Griesemer,
1989, p. 393).

Broker. “A structural position in the network, where a person is found to be a more or
less unique link between otherwise separate or disparate groups” (Akkerman &
Bruining, 2016, p. 250).

Community of practice. A community that shares practices (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Coordination. An analysis of “how effective means and procedures are sought allowing
diverse practices to cooperate efficiently in distributed work, even in the absence
of consensus” (Star, 2010, as quoted in Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b, p. 143).

Discontinuity. “The potential difficulty of action and interaction across [the boundary]
but also represents the potential value of establishing communication and
collaboration” (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b, p. 139).

Identification. A “process in which previous lines of demarcation between practices are
uncertain or destabilized because of feelings of threat or because of increasing
similarities or overlap between practices” (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b, p. 142).

Institutional level. Action or interaction that occurs between institutions, organizations, or

organizational units (Akkerman & Bruining, 2016).
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Interpersonal level. Action or interaction that occurs between actors from different
institutionalized practices (Akkerman & Bruining, 2016).

Intrapersonal level. Actors or brokers participating in two or more institutionalized
practices (Akkerman & Bruining, 2016).

Legitimate peripheral participation. The process through which newcomers become full
participants in the sociocultural practices of a community (Lave & Wenger,
1991).

Reflection. “Coming to realize and explicate differences between practices and thus to
learn something new about their own and others’ practices” (Akkerman &
Bakker, 2011b, pp. 144-145).

Transformation. A “profound change in practices” (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b, p. 146).

Zone of proximal development. “The distance between the actual developmental level as
determined by individual problem solving and the level of potential development
as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration

with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 84).

Chapter 1 Summary

Responding to claims that business education is irrelevant, this qualitative study
explored how working professional students in an MBA program make MBA education
relevant as they cross boundaries between school and work. Through semi-structured
interviews, field notes, and document reviews, this inquiry explicated the process,
content, and outcome of learning across the boundary that separates school and work.
This researcher hopes to contribute to the ongoing scholarly conversation about boundary

crossing, as well as educate MBA students, employers, and educators about the learning
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potential of the school-work boundary. Toward this end, the literature base that grounds

this study is presented in Chapter 2.
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CHAPTER 2:

LITERATURE REVIEW

Although “we can find many claims about the learning potential of boundaries in
the literature, little is known about what and how learning is constituted” (Akkerman &
Bakker, 2011b, p. 2). Three seasons of literature have suggested that boundaries hold
potential for learning. In the first season, Vygotsky (1978) described the potential for
learning for individuals within a bounded zone of proximal development (ZPD). In the
second season, Lave and Wenger (1991) explicated the potential for learning for an
individual and a collective through legitimate peripheral participation in a bounded
community of practice. In the third season, scholars (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011a, 2011b,
2012; Wenger, 1998, 2000) have argued that learning not only occurs for individuals
within a bounded zone or for collectives through participation in a bounded community,
but also takes place for individuals and collectives across boundaries.

The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 nods to Seasons 1 and 2 while drilling down
on theory and research from Season 3. More specifically, for working professionals
enrolled in a master’s of business administration (MBA) program and crossing the
boundary between school and work, this research examined three things: the content,
process, and outcome of learning across the boundary. The study examined the content of
learning across the boundary, inquiring about what or who crosses boundaries (brokers,
objects, and interactions) and therefore makes learning relevant (Wenger, 1998, 2000).
The study also examined the process, or how boundary crossing occurs for working
professionals enrolled in an MBA program, perhaps as learning mechanisms of

(a) identification, (b) coordination, (c) reflection, and (d) transformation (Akkerman &
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Bakker, 2011a, 2011b). Finally, this study asked about the outcomes of learning
at different levels of interaction—(a) institutional, (b) interpersonal, and/or
(c) intrapersonal—for working professionals enrolled in an MBA program (Akkerman
& Bruining, 2016).

The notion of learning that crosses boundaries is not new for educational science.
In fact, the construct of learning transfer, known first as transfer of practice, originated in
1901 with Thorndike and Woodworth. Transfer of learning is thought to have occurred
when “learning in one context enhances (positive transfer) or undermines (negative
transfer) a related performance in another context” (Perkins & Salomon, 1992, p. 2).
Learning transfer differs from boundary crossing in four important ways: (a) duration,
(b) direction, (c) domain, and (d) discontinuities (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b, p. 136).
Boundary crossing, not learning transfer, applies to this research study, given that the
learning under investigation is ongoing, occurs through two-way action and interaction
and between school and work, and treats discontinuities as learning enhancers—all

characteristics of boundary crossing, as depicted in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1
Comparison of Learning Transfer and Boundary Crossing
Learning transfer Boundary crossing
Duration One-time Ongoing
Direction One-way action ~ Two-way action and interaction
Domain From classroom  Within work, school, or personal life or between work
to work and school, work and personal life, or school and personal
life

Discontinuities Impede learning  Have potential to enhance learning

Exploring the content, process, and outcome of learning across the boundary, this

chapter reviews literature associated with all three seasons. Literature searches for this
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study were conducted in three databases: Business Source Complete, Google Scholar,
and Web of Science. Search terms included boundary crossing, boundary object, broker,
situated learning, and community of practice. Search results favored empirical and
theoretical literature published in the past 15 years, except for seminal books and articles,
which served as foundations for recent publications. To ensure that key works were
included, journal articles and books referenced in and cited from published literature
reviews were reviewed individually for relevance to this study. The following section
briefly explores the first season of theories, explaining the potential for learning within a

bounded developmental zone (Vygotsky, 1978).

Zone of Proximal Development

In the first season of theory, ZPD was defined as “the distance between the actual
developmental level as determined by individual problem solving and the level of
potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in
collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 84). Each term in the title of
the ZPD construct is significant. Zone represents the space between the actual
developmental level and the potential development level. Proximal indicates that the
support provided goes just beyond the learner’s current capabilities. Development, for
Vygotsky, is an outcome of learning and an ongoing process of change.

The ZPD is represented as a target with three circles, as depicted in Figure 2.1.
The innermost circle represents activities and tasks that the learner can perform without
assistance. The outermost circle represents activities and tasks that the learner cannot
perform. Between these circles lies a bounded region representing the ZPD, comprising

activities and tasks that the learner can perform with assistance from more capable adults
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or peers. The ZPD, then, is a central bounded region of learning potential. Vygotsky
believed in the learning potential of boundaries, claiming that development occurs inside

the bounded ZPD.

Learner can perform without assistance

Learner can perform with assistance (ZPD)

Learner cannot perform

Figure 2.1. Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development.

Vygotsky’s (1978) ZPD construct informed Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory of
legitimate peripheral participation in a community of practice. In particular, Lave and
Wenger’s (1991) description of the relationship between newcomers and old-timers built
on Vygotsky’s (1978) description of the relationship between learners and their more

capable peers.

Legitimate Peripheral Participation in a Community of Practice

In the second season of theory, legitimate peripheral participation described the
process through which newcomers become full participants in the sociocultural
practices of a community. Rather than defining precisely what a community of practice
is, Lave and Wenger (1991) chose to describe what it is not. They argued that a
community of practice is not “some primordial culture-sharing activity,” as those

involved have different views and interests. Nor is a community of practice “a well-
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defined, identifiable group, or socially visible boundaries” (p. 98); rather, the term
implies “participation in an activity system about which participants share
understandings concerning what they are doing and what that means in their lives and
for their communities” (p. 98). Lave and Wenger (1991) recognized that their
conception of community of practice was largely intuitive and less concrete.

Lave and Wenger (1991) outlined three requirements for learning in a
community of practice: (1) legitimacy, (2) periphery, and (3) full participation. First,
legitimacy of participation in a social community of practice is a precondition for
belonging to the group and making productive contributions. Second, periphery of a
participant in a community of practice suggests that a newcomer gains access to sources
of understanding the practice and, as a result, becomes more involved in the
community. Third, full participation is earned over time as tenured members take on
more relevant practices or essential roles in the community. Through participation,
members learn and come to fully understand the knowledge, practices, and resources of
the community, as depicted in Figure 2.2. The process through which learning occurs
through participation remains unclear, as noted by Lave and Wenger (1991) when they
acknowledged that learning in a community of practice required “a more rigorous
treatment” (p. 42). This lack of clarity, and its corresponding invitation for rigor, are

just one of the gaps that this research study sought to fill.
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Newcomers

Legitimate
Patrticipation

Old-timers

Community of Practice

Figure 2.2. Legitimate peripheral participation in a community of practice.

The third season of literature, as described in the remainder of this literature

review, begins to close this gap.

Boundary Crossing

In the third season, scholars (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011a, 2011b, 2012; Wenger,
1998, 2000) have argued that learning not only occurs for individuals within a bounded
zone or for collectives through participation in a bounded community, but also takes
place for individuals and collectives across boundaries. Wenger (1998) explained how

his thinking matured between the second and third seasons:

So far, | have focused almost exclusively on communities of practice as if they
were isolated. But that focus was artificial. Communities of practice cannot be
considered in isolation from the rest of the world, or understood independently of
other practices. Their various enterprises are closely interconnected. Their
members and their artifacts are not theirs alone. Their histories are not just
internal; they are histories of articulation with the rest of the world. (p. 103)
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The third season brought an intense focus on the boundary and the domains separated by

boundaries.

Boundary Domains

Boundaries are encountered within and between the domains of work, school, and

life. In a 2011 review of 181 studies examining learning at the boundary, Akkerman and

Bakker separated the literature into six possible domain combinations: (1) within work,

(2) within school, (3) within everyday life, (4) between school and work, (5) between

work and everyday life, and (6) between school and everyday life. A summary of

Akkerman and Bakker’s (2011b) analysis of boundary domains is depicted in Table 2.2.

Table 2.2
Domains of Studies Examining Learning at the Boundary
Domain combination Domain details Studies (n)
Within work Science and academia (18) 127
Technology and design (14)
Health care and social work (14)
Teaching (15)
General/other specific work domains (66)
Within school Primary (1) 12
Secondary (3)
Tertiary and higher education (7)
General (1)
Within everyday life n/a 11
Between school and work Vocational education/training and work (4) 17
Secondary education and work (1)
Teacher education and teaching (6)
Higher education and work (3)
General (3)
Between work and everyday life n/a 3
Between school and everyday life  n/a 11
Total 181

Note: From Akkerman & Bakker (2011b).
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Akkerman and Bakker (2011b) found that only 17 of 181, or 9%, of studies took
place at the boundary separating school and work. Of the 17 school and work boundary
studies, only three examined the boundary separating higher education and work and
none examined boundaries in graduate management education, which was the focus of

this study.

Definition of Boundary

A boundary is defined as “a sociocultural difference leading to discontinuity in
action or interaction” (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b, p. 133). This definition is discussed
in terms of its two key components: sociocultural difference and discontinuity in action
or interaction.

Sociocultural difference. Akkerman and Bakker (2012) anticipated two types of
sociocultural differences in boundaries separating school and work. The first difference is
one of epistemic culture, “meaning that school and work are culturally and historically
developed practices with a specific attitude toward knowledge and knowledge claims”
(Akkerman & Bakker, 2012, p. 156). In school, knowledge and knowledge claims tend to
be abstract and scholarly. In work, knowledge and knowledge claims tend to be applied
and practical.

The second sociocultural difference is one of identity positions. Sociocultural
differences can arise when an individual simultaneously holds two identities (Akkerman
& Bakker, 2012) or has “multi-membership” (Wenger, 1998) when crossing boundaries.
One identity is of student and novice learner and another is of worker and knowing
contributor (Akkerman & Bakker, 2012). Describing a boundary’s ambiguous nature and

relationship to identity, Akkerman and Bakker (2011a) argued:
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As an in-between or middle ground, the boundary belongs to both one world and

another. It is precisely this feature that seems to explain how the boundary divides

as well as connects sides (Kerosuo, 2001). However, the boundary also reflects a

nobody’s land, belonging to neither one nor the other world. The ambiguity

seems to cause what we call a sandwich effect for people or objects that cross or
stand in between sides. On the one hand, they enact the boundary by addressing
and articulating meanings and perspectives of various intersecting worlds. At the
same time, these people and objects move beyond the boundary in that they have

an unspecified quality of their own (neither-nor). (pp. 141-142)

Akkerman and Bakker (2012) posited that the challenge inherent in boundary
crossing is to interrelate opposing epistemologies and leverage dual identities. In an
empirical study of school-work boundary crossing through apprenticeships, Akkerman
and Bakker (2012) argued that “whereas students are expected to learn in practice not
only what to do, but how and why things need to be done in a certain way, the nature of
the work does not allow them to learn this naturally” (p. 167). In another study of school-
work boundary crossing through vocational teaching, Andersson and Kopsen (2019)
found that “teachers develop a nexus of identities” (p. 547), which are derived from their
multimembership at work and at school.

Discontinuity in action or interaction. Discontinuity refers to “the potential
difficulty of action and interaction across [the boundary] but also represents the potential
value of establishing communication and collaboration” (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b,

p. 139). Alsup (2006) provided an example of how boundaries can lead to discontinuities.
Linda, a student teacher crossing the boundary between her undergraduate institution and
her secondary school, described the differing perspectives of her mentor and supervisor
in the following interview response:

Mandy [supervisor] wanted me to move two people, and Mrs. Vanderholt

[mentor] didn’t. And so I didn’t [move the students] because I figured it was her

classroom and I just can’t move them. I think Mrs. Vanderholt has been teaching
for so long that she sees everything. And I think in a lot of ways it’s good. | mean
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I really do. At first, because I’ve been in college so long, when I first went in
there | thought, this seems so structured and stuff, but she knows what doesn’t
work. She really, | think judging from all her lesson plans, she has really tried
everything over the years. And | think sometimes the university supervisors see
things from a more philosophical standpoint. (p. 73)

In this example, Linda experienced a discontinuity between perspectives of her
supervisor from her undergraduate institution and that of her mentor in the secondary
school. Mesker, Wassink, Akkerman, and Bakker (2018) argued that discontinuity has
multiple dimensions—personal, professional, and cultural—which “appear to determine
how [learners] perceive challenges and obstacles” (p. 12) inherent in discontinuity. One
construct, in particular, has played a central role in helping to explain the relationship

between domains and the boundaries that separate them—~boundary crossing.

Definition of Boundary Crossing

In its original form, boundary crossing related to a person’s transitions and
interactions across different sites. Suchman (1994) introduced the construct to explain
how working professionals “enter onto territory in which we are unfamiliar and, to some
significant extent therefore unqualified” (p. 25). Boundary crossing is the process of
“negotiating and combining ingredients from different contexts to achieve hybrid
situations” (Engestrom et al., 1995, p. 319). From this perspective, professionals engage
in boundary-crossing efforts to establish action or interaction across varying contexts or
practices (Bakx, Bakker, Koopman, & Beijaard, 2016). In addition to the notion that
people cross boundaries, today’s scholarship on boundary crossing also recognizes that
boundaries can be crossed by objects and by interactions between actors of different
practices. Each boundary crosser is discussed in turn in the following sections, as this
researcher posits that all three—people, objects, and interactions—cross boundaries and

help students make management education relevant.
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Content of Learning Across the Boundary
People Who Cross Boundaries

This research posits that MBAs who attend classes while working are people who
cross boundaries and, as such, are “capable of introducing elements of one site into
another” (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011a, p. 2). They hold membership in more than one
community at the same time (Wenger, 1998) or are in transition from one site to another
(Guile & Young, 2003; Wenger, 1998) or hold hybrid roles, such as teacher and
researcher (Bakx et al., 2016). The literature refers to people who cross boundaries in
many ways, including boundary spanners (Rauws & de Jong, 2019), boundary crossers,
boundary workers, and brokers (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011a, 2011b; Wenger, 1998). The
terms boundary crossers and boundary workers are typically used in practice to refer to
one’s success in crossing the boundary, and the term broker refers “to a structural
position in the network, where a person is found to be a more or less unique link between
otherwise separate or disparate groups” (Akkerman & Bruining, 2016, p. 250).

Brokers possess certain boundary-crossing traits (Wenger, 1998) or boundary-
crossing competencies, defined as “the ability to manage and integrate multiple,
divergent discourses and practices across social boundaries” (Walker & Nocon, 2007,

p. 181). In a 2016 study of boundary crossing by teacher researchers, Bakx, Bakker,
Koopman, and Beijaard (2016) identified three factors facilitating brokering:

(1) cognitive, flexible switching as taking on multiple perspectives; (2) personal skills,
such as planning and organization; and (3) communication and interaction with others.

Wenger (1998) offered the following broker example. A supervisor of an

insurance claims processing unit had recently been transferred from another unit of the
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same insurance firm. Noticing that a commonly used procedure was interpreted
differently by his new unit, the supervisor translated the difference and convinced his
new unit to adopt his old unit’s interpretation of the procedure. Using his
“multimembership to transfer some element of one practice into another” (Wenger, 1998,
p. 109), the insurance claims processing supervisor served as a broker. Other brokers
include project managers who drive diverse sets of practices with cross-functional teams
(Wenger, 1998) and managers of commercialization institutes who are connecting
university practices with those of industry (Fisher & Atkinson-Grosjean, 2002).

Wenger (1998) argued that a broker’s job is complex. The role has a number of
responsibilities and requirements. A broker is responsible for translating, coordinating,
and aligning perspectives across communities. In order to carry out these responsibilities,
a broker must bring the right level of legitimacy, the ability to connect practices, and a
proven approach to creating the conditions for learning. Brokers build connections and
engage in import-export activities (Wenger, 1998, 2000). As a result, some brokers prefer
to position themselves at the periphery of several practices rather than migrate to the core
of a single practice.

People who position themselves at the periphery may experience the ambiguity of
boundaries. Investigating the ambiguous responsibilities of researcher administrators,
Collinson (2006) detailed their dual positioning as both leaders in academic affairs and
providers of administrative support. Studying the formation of identity among
apprentices, Tanggaard (2007) described their ambiguous position at the boundary as that
of marginal strangers “who sort of belong and sort of don’t” (p. 460). Observing

multimembership among supervisors in a claims processing unit, Wenger (1998) noticed:
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Spanning the boundary between workers and management is not always
comfortable. [The manager] belongs at the same time to both practices and to
neither. She is not quite a manager, either in management’s eyes or in the eyes of
claims processors, who think of her as ‘just a glorified processor.” Nevertheless,
her position of authority isolates her to a substantial extent from the rest of the
unit. (pp. 109-110)

A broker’s experience of ambiguity at the boundary can generate feelings of
homelessness, marginalization, organizational invisibility (Wenger, 2000), or
uprootedness, which can lead to feelings of personal inadequacy (Wenger, 1998).

When people effectively manage ambiguity at the boundary, organizations benefit
(Morse, 2010). Managing ambiguity at the boundary requires people to have inner and
outer dialogues (Akkerman, Admiraal, Simons, & Niessen, 2006). Outer dialogues
connect actors of boundary-crossing practices. Inner dialogues occur within a boundary
worker and connect differing perspectives that the worker holds. In addition to people

crossing boundaries, objects also cross boundaries.

Objects That Cross Boundaries

This research posits that MBAs who attend classes while working share objects,
such as ideas, concepts, terminology, skills, frameworks, processes, or practices, across

boundaries. Star and Griesemer (1989) defined boundary objects as artifacts that

both inhabit several intersecting worlds and satisfy the informational requirements
of each of them. . . . [They are] both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the
constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a
common identity across sites. They are weakly structured in common use, and
become strongly structured in individual site use. These objects may be abstract
or concrete. They have different meanings in different social worlds but their
structure is common enough to more than one world to make them recognizable,
as means of translation. (p. 393)
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Boundary objects enable collaboration between diverse groups that is driven by a
back-and-forth movement between poorly structured use of objects globally and highly
structured use locally (Star, 2010).

Boundary objects can take on many forms (Wenger, 2000). They can be
discourses that serve as common languages that are used to negotiate meanings across
various practices. They can be processes or procedures that coordinate work across
various practices. They can be artifacts that are tools, models, frameworks, or documents
that make connections across various practices. Artifacts have shown up in boundary-
crossing research more than discourses or processes. In a 1989 study on the development
of a natural history museum, Star and Griesemer observed the role of boundary objects,
such as data records and species lists, in bridging practices among a diverse set of actors,
including university administrators, professors, research scientists, and museum curators.
Other examples of boundary objects include grades as indicators of students’ learning and
development in school (Roth & McGinn, 1998) and insurance claim forms to convert
information about medical services to payments due (Wenger, 1998).

In Wenger’s (1998) insurance claims processing example, three categories of
boundary objects—artifacts, discourse, and procedures—were present. First, claims
processors pulled the coordination of benefits form—the artifact. Next, claims processors
followed the instructions for calculating the benefit—the procedure. These instructions
were given in a training class, in addition to being written on the form. Additionally, less
experienced practitioners usually talked with someone about the claim as part of its
processing—the discourse. All three boundary object categories “connect the practice of

claims processing with the rest of the world” (p. 106), but do so in such a way that the
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processors lack a direct connection with the meaning of the work. Wenger (1998)

explained:

They process claims submitted by people they do not know and whose medical
conditions they have never witnessed; they receive reports about medical
procedures in which they have not been involved; they enforce contracts in order
to sustain relations to which they are not parties; and they compute amounts of
money earned and spent in circumstances about which they have no idea. (p. 106)

Despite disjointed participation among actors in a shared practice, artifacts such as
insurance claims forms carry the potential for learning across multiple, intersecting
practices.

Avrtifacts can become boundary objects when they possess (1) modularity,

(2) abstraction, (3) accommodation, and (4) standardization (Star, 1989). Modularity
occurs when “each perspective can attend to one specific portion of the boundary object”
(Wenger, 1998, p. 107). Abstraction occurs when “all perspectives are served at once by
deletion of features that are specific to each perspective” (Wenger, 1998, p. 107).
Accommodation occurs when “the boundary object lends itself to various activities”
(Wenger, 1998, p. 107). Standardization occurs when “the information contained in a
boundary object is a prespecified form so that each constituency knows how to deal with
it locally” (Wenger, 1998, p. 107).

However, not all artifacts succeed as boundary objects. Artifacts fail the boundary
object test when they do not completely and accurately capture multiple perspectives and
meanings (Wenger, 1998, 2000). For example, Hasu and Engestrom (2000) examined a
boundary object that took the form of a message box for a medical information system.
The message box was intended to replace communication between users and

technologists, but failed when the concerns and requirements of users were not accounted
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for. The study emphasized the belief that boundary objects can never fully replace
communication and collaboration across boundaries. Furthermore, some boundary
objects go one step further, sparking divisive conflict that derails collaboration (Zuzul,
2019).

In designing boundary objects, like a strategy framework that students explore in
class or a work challenge that employees face on the job, they should be rendered as
displacements (Christiansen & Varnes, 2007) or black boxes (Williams & Wake, 2007).
After all, artifacts are a “nexus of perspectives,” and “it is often in the meeting of these
perspectives that artifacts obtain their meanings” (Wenger, 1998, p. 108). In addition to

people and objects, interactions also cross boundaries.

Interactions That Cross Boundaries

This research posits that MBAs who attend classes while working engage in
interactions that cross boundaries. Such interactions include one-time boundary
encounters and more sustained involvement in communities, such as boundary practices,
overlaps, and peripheries (Wenger, 1998, 2000).

Boundary encounters are “single or discrete events that provide connections”
(Wenger, 1998, p. 113) across a boundary. Wenger (1998) described three types of
boundary encounters, each serving a different purpose. The first type, one-on-one
encounters, involves a conversation between two members of two communities, where
the boundary relation between the members can be advanced through candid
conversation, but can be held back by the partiality of each member. The second type,
immersion, involves a one-way communication of visiting another community’s practice

and has potential to advance the boundary relation by maximizing exposure to the host’s
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practices. The third type, delegations, provide two-way connections where multiple
participants of two communities come together to negotiate meaning with a community
and across two communities simultaneously.

Boundary practices are established boundary encounters that provide an
opportunity for ongoing mutual engagement between two communities of practice.
Wenger (1998) offered two examples of boundary practices: task forces and cross-
functional teams. Wenger (2000) described how Xerox developed boundary practices to
maintain connections between the firm’s research and development group and the
remainder of the organization.

Overlaps result from simultaneous direct and sustained engagement in two
separate communities. Wenger (1998) detailed overlaps in the insurance claims
processing unit. When technicians moved into the same office space as claims processors,
complex claims that previously required technical review were no longer automatically
shipped to the technical team. Instead, these claims became the subject of impromptu
conversations between claims processors and technicians. Technical problems were
resolved in real time, and in the process, claims processors learned how to independently
handle a broader spectrum of claims.

Peripheries are composed of legitimate access to a community’s practice without
an expectation to become a full participant in that community. Access can range from
observation to involvement in the community’s practices. For example, the public may be
invited into the courtroom to observe a trial. Penetration of the community’s periphery

can result in learning for outsiders and for the community itself.
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In summary, boundaries that are crossed by people, objects, and interactions hold
potential for learning. Arts and Bronkhorst (2019), in an in-depth cross-case analysis of
four part-time education programs, argued that people, objects, and interactions support

student learning across contexts.

Process of Learning Across the Boundary

This research posits that boundaries hold the potential for learning for working
professionals enrolled in an MBA program. Akkerman and Bakker (2011a) indicated that
the boundary literature shares a common idea: “Boundaries are not only barriers to
learning, but also ‘spaces’ with potential for learning” (p. 3). Wenger (1998) concurred,
offering that members of a community received important input from outside of the

community when they crossed the boundary and encountered others:

There is something disquieting, humbling at times, yet exciting and attractive
about such close encounters with the unknown, with the mystery of ‘otherness’: a
chance to explore the edge of your competence, learn something entirely new,
revisit your little truths, and perhaps expand your horizon. (p. 233)

Akkerman and Bakker (2011b) elaborated on these claims when they compared
the treatment of boundaries in the transfer literature to the treatment of boundaries in the

boundary-crossing literature:

Although the transfer literature approaches sociocultural differences as
problematic, something that should be overcome or avoided, the boundary
literature initially values such differences. In the latter perspective, the emphasis
IS on overcoming discontinuities in action or interactions that can emerge from
sociocultural difference rather than overcoming or avoiding the difference itself.
The process of reestablishing action or interaction is seen as a resource for
learning. (p. 136)

The boundary-crossing literature values differences within and between domains, such as

the domains of school and work. This literature also treats these differences as resources
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for, not impediments to, learning—reinforcing the potential for learning across
boundaries.

Learning across the boundary is supported by the “interplay between social
competence and personal experience” (Wenger, 2000, p. 227). Competence is historically
and socially defined and is measured by how well a learner displays competencies
defined by social communities over time. Experience is personal, yet based upon one’s
interaction with the world. Wenger (2000) posited that the interplay between competence
and experience ranges from convergent to divergent. Inside of a community of practice,
competence and experience have the potential to converge into deep expertise. At the
boundaries of communities of practice, competence and experience have the potential to
diverge into innovation. Communities and boundaries can facilitate and/or diminish
learning. Communities of practice can shepherd the development and integration of
critical competencies. Conversely, communities of practice can hold these critical
competencies hostage and insulate them from necessary progression and development.
Boundaries, on the other hand, can separate and divide communities. Conversely,
boundaries “can be areas of unusual learning, places where perspectives meet and new
possibilities arise” (Wenger, 2000, p. 233).

The relationship between competence and experience forms an important aspect

of learning. Wenger (2000) argued:

If competence and experience are too close, if they always match, not much
learning is taking place. . . . Conversely, if experience and competence are too
disconnected, if the distance is too great, not much learning is likely to take place
either. . .. Achieving a generative tension between competence and experience
requires:

e something to interact about, some intersection of interest, some activity;
e open engagement with real differences, as well as common ground;
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e commitment to suspend judgement in order to see the competence of a
community in its own terms;

e ways to translate between repertoires so that experience and competence
actually intersect. (p. 233)

The proper tension between competence and experience maximizes the potential
for learning across the boundary. In fact, Veltman, Van Keulen, and Voogt (2019)
proposed a set of design principles for addressing wicked problems through boundary
crossing in professional education. One of their proposed design principles was “to
create, balance, and leverage constructive tension” (p. 149). Constructive tension was
described as “balanced and leveraged according to what students could handle at a
particular moment in the learning process, and in line with their prior social, cultural, and
cognitive experiences” (p. 149). They argued that these constructive tensions are
consistent with the type of tension that VVygotsky (1978) described in his ZPD.

This research posits that learning across the boundary separating school and work
for MBA working professionals occurs through one or more mechanisms, as described by
Akkerman and Bakker (2011b) in an extensive literature review of boundary crossing.
The four learning mechanisms are (1) identification, (2) coordination, (3) reflection, and
(4) transformation (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b). In a categorization effort, Akkerman
and Bakker reviewed 181 studies on boundary crossing, naming 27 studies in
identification, 60 studies in coordination, 23 studies in reflection, and 92 studies in
transformation. Furthermore, Gulikers and Oonk (2019) took this categorization one step
further, producing a rubric to assess student learning in sustainability projects with
multiple stakeholders.

Identification. The first mechanism of learning across the boundary is
identification. Akkerman and Bakker (2011b) described identification as a “process in
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which previous lines of demarcation between practices are uncertain or destabilized
because of feelings of threat or because of increasing similarities or overlap between
practices” (p. 142). Identification processes involve questioning the core identity of each
community, which “leads to renewed insight into what the diverse practices concern”
(p. 142). Identification follows one of two processes:
1. Othering—defining one practice in relation to another with a focus on the
differences between practices
2. Legitimating coexistence—taking into account interferences that occur due to
multiple participations, affording acceptance into multimembership by others in
different organizational groups
In identification processes, “learning potential resides in a renewed sense making of
different practices and related identities” (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b, p. 143), not in
overcoming discontinuities between practices.

Coordination. The second mechanism of learning across the boundary is
coordination. Akkerman and Bakker (2011b) adopted Star’s (2010) view of coordination
as an analysis of “how effective means and procedures are sought allowing diverse
practices to cooperate efficiently in distributed work, even in the absence of consensus”
(p. 143). In coordination, participants engage in dialogue when it is necessary to maintain
work flow. Coordination follows one of four processes:

1. Communicative connection—tying together diverse practices and perspectives
through boundary objects shared by multiple individuals
2. Efforts of translation—addressing ambiguity of boundaries through boundary

people and/or objects
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3. Enhancing boundary permeability—repeatedly crossing various practices and
instituting rites and rituals so that actions and interactions across boundaries are
effortless

4. Routinization—developing procedures that automate or operationalize practices
across boundaries
The potential for learning in coordination processes “resides not in reconstructing

but in overcoming the boundary, in the sense that continuity is established, facilitating
future and effortless movement between different sites” (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b,
p. 144).

Reflection. The third mechanism of learning across the boundary is reflection.
Reflection is described as “coming to realize and explicate differences between practices
and thus to learn something new about their own and others’ practices” (Akkerman &
Bakker, 2011b, pp. 144-145). Reflection can take on two processes:

1. Perspective making—being explicit about one’s assumptions, knowledge, and
understanding of a particular issue

2. Perspective taking—being able to look at oneself through the lens of another

The potential for learning in reflection processes exists “in an expanded set of
perspectives and thus a new construction of identity that informs future practice”
(Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b, p. 146).

Transformation. The fourth and final mechanism of learning across the

boundary is transformation. Transformation is a “profound change in practices”

(Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b, p. 146) that occurs through six processes:
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Confrontation—facing an issue or problem that forces people at the boundary to
rethink current actions and interactions

Recognizing a shared problem space—using a focal point to bring intersecting
practices together

Hybridization—combining ingredients from two or more practices to create a new
cultural form

Crystallization—committing to the new cultural form that results in new routines
or procedures

Maintaining unigqueness of the intersecting practices—reinforcing established
practices as different from hybrid ones

Continuous joint work at the boundary—negotiating meaning across the boundary
as an ongoing process

The potential for learning in transformation results in “potentially even the

creation of a new, in-between practice, sometimes called a boundary practice”

(Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b, p. 146). Furthermore, these four mechanisms are not

conceived as sequential, in the sense that identification leads to coordination, which leads

to reflection, then transformation. Neither are they conceived as hierarchical, in the sense

that transformation is better than the remaining mechanisms. Rather, Akkerman and

Bruining (2016) argued “that which learning mechanism is to be conceived as most ideal

remains a matter of situation, time, and perspective” (p. 247).

Boundaries have been the subject of investigation in fields other than learning. In

fact, in a seminal study of knowledge management, Carlile (2004) proposed a framework

“to describe the different processes required at each type of boundary to effectively
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manage knowledge” (p. 555). Carlile’s framework details three progressively complex
processes of knowledge transfer, translation, and transformation with three progressively
complex challenges of increasing information-processing capacity, making tacit
knowledge explicit, and changing critical knowledge. While similar to Akkerman and
Bakker’s (2011b) four learning mechanisms of identification, coordination, reflection,
and transformation, Carlile’s (2004) framework differs in its domain, underlying

assumptions, relationship among processes, and desired outcome, as illustrated in Table

2.3.
Table 2.3
Comparison of Boundary Crossing Knowledge Management and Learning
Knowledge management at Learning across the boundary
the boundary (Carlile, 2004) (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b)
Domain Boundaries that separate Boundaries within or across
departments within organizations, such as school and
organizations work
Underlying Convergence, not divergence, of Continuities and discontinuities of
assumptions knowledge is desired learning are valued
Relationship among Hierarchical and sequential— Nonhierarchical and nonsequential
processes from least to most complex
Desired Innovation Varies by process

outcome

Learning, not knowledge management, applied to this research study, given that
the processes under investigation occurred in school and work, valued continuities and
discontinuities, were potentially nonhierarchical and nonsequential, and may or may not
have had a relation to innovation—all characteristics of learning across the boundary, as

depicted in Table 2.3.
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Outcome of Learning at Different Levels of Interaction Across the Boundary

This research posits that learning at the boundary separating school and work for
MBA working professionals may take place at multiple levels. The level of learning at
the boundary can include the institutional, interpersonal, and intrapersonal levels
(Akkerman & Bruining, 2016). At the institutional level, action or interaction occurs
between institutions, organizations, or organizational units. At the interpersonal level,
action or interaction occurs between actors from different institutionalized practices. At
the intrapersonal level, actors or brokers participate in two or more institutionalized
practices and come to embody the boundary. At the intrapersonal level, social interaction
may occur on either side of the boundary even though it does not occur at the boundary.

In a 2016 study of learning in a professional development school partnership,
Akkerman and Bruining imagined the four learning processes of identification,
coordination, reflection, and transformation (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011) across the
institutional, interpersonal, and intrapersonal levels. Each of the four learning
mechanisms took on a distinct nature at each level, as depicted in Table 2.4.

At the institutional level, identification occurs when organizations or their units
define or redefine their different and complementary nature. Coordination occurs when
organizations or their units seek procedures or ways to cooperate or make an exchange.
Reflection occurs when organizations or their units adopt another’s perspective.
Transformation occurs when organizations or organizational units who face a shared
problem collaborate or merge (Akkerman & Bruining, 2016).

At the interpersonal level, identification occurs when people define or redefine

their different and complementary roles and tasks. Coordination occurs when people seek
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procedures or ways to cooperate or make an exchange. Reflection occurs when people

adopt another’s perspective. Transformation occurs when people who face a shared

problem collaborate, which may lead to group identity-building (Akkerman & Bruining,

2016).

Table 2.4

Multilevel Boundary-Crossing Framework

Learning
mechanism

Institutional level

Interpersonal level

Intrapersonal level

Identification

Coordination

Reflection

Transformation

Organizations or units
come to (re)define
their different and
complementary
nature.

Organizations or units
seek means or
procedures for
institutional exchange
and cooperation.

Organizations or units
come to value and
take up another’s
perspective to look at
their own practice.

Units face a shared
problem space and
start collaborative
work or merge
institutionally.

People come to
(re)define their
different and
complementary roles
and tasks.

People seek shared
means or procedures
for exchange and
cooperative work.

People come to value
and take up another’s
perspective.

People face a shared
problem, start
collaborative work, and
may build group
identity.

A person comes to define
his or her own
simultaneous but
distinctive participatory
positions.

A person seeks means or
procedures to distribute
or align his or her own
participatory positions in
multiple practices.

A person comes to look
differently at his or her
own participatory
position because of the
other participatory
position.

A person develops a
hybridized position in
which previously
distinctive ways of
thinking, doing,
communicating, and
feeling are integrated.

Note: From Akkerman & Bruining (2016).

At the intrapersonal level, identification occurs when a person defines or redefines
his or her simultaneous but distinctive participatory positions. Coordination occurs when
a person seeks procedures or ways to distribute or align his or her participatory positions

in multiple practices. Reflection occurs when a person takes a different perspective on his
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or her participatory position as a result of participating in multiple practices.
Transformation occurs when a person develops a hybrid position in which previously
distinctive ways of thinking, doing, communicating, and feeling are integrated
(Akkerman & Bruining, 2016).

In their study of educational partnerships in secondary schools, Akkerman and
Bruining (2016) found coordination processes in the first 3 years across all three levels.
In the later years of the partnership, identification occurred at the interpersonal and
intrapersonal levels, followed by reflection and transformation at the interpersonal and

intrapersonal levels.

Chapter 2 Summary

Akkerman and Bakker (2011b) suggested that “claims on boundaries and learning
made in the literature, although perhaps appealing, are often general in nature and the
literature hardly explicates how or what kind of learning is taking place” (p. 133). What
we know about the potential for learning at the boundary has been discovered in three
seasons. Vygotsky (1978), in the first season, described the potential for learning for
individuals within a bounded ZPD. Lave and Wenger (1991), in the second season,
explicated the potential for learning for an individual and a collective through legitimate
peripheral participation in a bounded community of practice. Akkerman and Bakker
(20114, 2011b, 2012), as well as Wenger (1998, 2000) and many other scholars in the
third season, argued that learning occurs for individuals and collectives across
boundaries. This chapter focused on the theory and research from Season 3. The current

study examined the content, process, and outcome of learning across the boundary for
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working professionals enrolled in an MBA program and crossing the boundary between

school and work. The methods used in this investigation are detailed in Chapter 3.
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CHAPTER 3:

METHODS

This chapter describes methods for a basic qualitative study of the learning
potential of boundaries that separate school and work. The chapter begins with a
reminder of the study’s purpose and research questions. Next, the researcher’s philosophy
of social constructivism is explained, along with social constructivism’s relationship to
the selection of a basic qualitative approach. The chapter also includes information about
participant selection, data collection and analysis methods, and ethical and

trustworthiness considerations.

Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of the study was to explore how students in master’s of business
administration (MBA) programs make MBA education relevant as they cross boundaries
between school and work. This inquiry was guided by the following central research
question: How do students enrolled in MBA programs make their education relevant as
they cross boundaries between school and work? The central research question was
supported by three subquestions:

1. What are the objects crossing the boundary between the MBA program and
students’ workplaces?
2. How do MBA students broker learning at the boundary?

3. At what level are interactions occurring and to what end?
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The study’s purpose and research questions aligned with the researcher’s
philosophy, “the use of abstract ideas and beliefs that inform our research” (Creswell,

2013, p. 16). Social constructivism was the philosophy underpinning this inquiry.

Social Constructivism
Social constructivism was explained by Creswell (2013) as a worldview where

Individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live and work. They
develop subjective meanings of their experiences. . . . These meanings are varied
and multiple, leading the researchers to look for the complexity of views. . . .
Often these subjective meanings are negotiated socially and historically. In other
words, they are not simply imprinted on individuals but are formed through
interactions with others (hence social constructivism) and through historical and
social norms that operate in people’s lives. (pp. 24-25)

Social constructivism provided the foundation for all three seasons of literature
reviewed in Chapter 2. A proponent of social constructivism and the theorist behind the
first season of the literature review, Vygotsky (1978), argued that learning is more than
an assimilation of new knowledge. Vygotsky (1978) believed that learning could not be

separated from its social context:

Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the
social level and, later on, on the individual level; first between people
(interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies
equally to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of
concepts. All the higher functions originate as actual relationships between
individuals. (p. 57)

Like Vygotsky (1978), Lave and Wenger (1991) in the second season of the
literature review rejected the notion of assimilation and accepted the idea that knowledge
is constructed through participation in the social world. In the third season, the very
nature of boundaries as “socio-cultural differences” (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b, p. 1)

reinforced the study’s social constructivist roots.
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Social constructivism is both constructivist and social. In the constructivist view,
“all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality, as such, is contingent upon human
practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their
world” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42). In more practical terms, Crotty (1998) argued that human
beings do not discover knowledge. Rather, they construct knowledge through interaction
with the world. Crotty (1998) continued by stating that knowledge is “developed and
transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42), suggesting that meaning is
created with others. The social constructivist worldview makes five key assumptions.
These assumptions are presented in the following paragraphs. Each paragraph includes
the assumptions’ implications for research in general, and for this study in particular.

The first assumption of social constructivism is that individuals want to
understand the world in which they live and work. As such, the intent of research is to
rely on participants’ view of the situation being studied (Creswell, 2013). In this study,
data were gathered directly from people who cross the boundary separating school and
work, thus experiencing the boundary’s learning potential.

The second assumption of social constructivism is that meanings are constructed
by individuals as they engage with the world they are interpreting. Therefore, researchers
use open-ended questions that are broad and general, enabling participants to construct
meaning through discussion (Creswell, 2013). The semi-structured interviews used in this
study incorporated open-ended questions that were designed to support meaning
construction.

The third assumption of social constructivism is that individuals construct

meanings that are “varied and multiple, leading the researcher to look for the complexity
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of views rather than narrow the meanings into a few categories or ideas” (Creswell, 2013,
p. 24). This study reported multiple and varied perspectives of boundary crossing. In
doing so, it addressed the phenomenon’s complexity by engaging theories and constructs
from three seasons of literature.

The fourth assumption of social constructivism is that meanings are negotiated
culturally, historically, and socially. In essence, meanings are not imprinted on
individuals, but constructed against a backdrop of shared norms, practices, languages,
artifacts, and more (Creswell, 2013). This research study focused on the context of
learning, which included the cultural, historical, and social settings in which learning
occurred. The context for this study was that of the boundary separating school and work.

The fifth and final assumption of social constructivism is that both the study’s
participants and its researcher interpret meaning (Creswell, 2013). As such, this
researcher positioned herself within the study, acknowledging how her background may
shape her interpretations of how others view the world. This position was detailed in a
subjectivity statement contained in Chapter 1. Together, these five assumptions
comprised “a basic set of beliefs that guides action” (Guba, 1990, p. 17) for a basic

qualitative inquiry.

Qualitative Method

Building on the researcher’s social constructivist philosophy, this study was

qualitative in nature. Qualitative research is

a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. Qualitative research
consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible.
These practices transform the world. They turn the world into a series of
representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs,
recordings, and memos to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an
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interpretative, naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative
researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or
interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2011, p. 3)

A qualitative method was chosen for this study because of the study’s need for rich
description, its focus on meaning, and the use of the researcher as instrument (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016).

First, qualitative researchers use words, not numbers, to convey the outcomes of
the study. Words take the form of dense descriptions to convey complex contextual
details of how participants experience a phenomenon. Dense descriptions come in
multiple forms, including “quotes from documents, field notes, and participant
interviews, excerpts from videotapes, electronic communication, or a combination of
these” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, pp. 18-19). This study incorporated dense descriptions
of boundary crossing from participant interviews.

Second, qualitative research focuses on the meanings that research participants
attribute to an experience (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) as interpreted by the researcher.
Themes developed from qualitative research often reflect the collective meanings that
multiple participants have attributed to an experience or phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).
This study focused on the meanings that participants attributed to learning at the
boundary that separated school and work.

Third, qualitative research data are collected and analyzed by the researcher, not
through a survey or statistical program. Advantages of having the researcher collect and
analyze data include the ability to immediately adapt to field conditions, the use of verbal
and nonverbal communication means, and a chance to explore unanticipated responses,

among others (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The researcher was an instrument of research
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and used her subjectivity to interpret and negotiate meaning while employing reflexivity.
This researcher included a subjectivity statement in Chapter 1.

Grounded in a social constructivist worldview, as well as a qualitative method,
this research was deemed a basic qualitative study, described as “probably the most
common form of qualitative research found in education” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016,

p. 24). Criteria for selecting this study’s sample are detailed in the following section.

Sample Selection

Selection of study participants was purposeful, meaning it was “based on the
assumption that the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and
therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned” (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016, p. 96). Three factors were considered for purposeful sampling—*“the
decision as to whom to select as participants (or sites) for the study, the specific type
of sampling strategy, and the size of the sample to be studied” (Creswell, 2013,

p. 155).

The researcher developed criteria for selecting study participants. This study
employed two criteria: (1) participants in the study must be enrolled in an MBA degree
program, and (2) participants in the study must hold a part-time or full-time job. More
specifically, the MBA degree program must be organized for MBA working
professionals, defined for the purposes of this study as MBA students who earn a
degree while working.

The researcher defined a two-tier sampling strategy. The first tier employed
criterion-based sampling, where “you first decide what attributes of your sample are

crucial to your study and then find people or sites that meet those criteria” (Merriam &
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Tisdell, 2016, p. 97). Criterion-based sampling resulted in the identification of 12
participants. The second tier employed snowball sampling, where participants in the
study were asked to identify fellow MBA students or learning partners who may be
willing to speak to the researcher (Creswell, 2013). Snowball sampling resulted in the
identification of six additional participants. Potential participants who were referred
received an email invitation to participate in the study (Appendix B). Interested
participants contacted the researcher by email. During the interview, a participant
questionnaire (Appendix C) was used to evaluate each potential participant against the
previously mentioned sampling criteria. Participants were also informed of their
participation risks and the right to withdraw from the study at any time, as well as the
confidential nature of the research and their ability to select a pseudonym (Appendix
D).

The researcher established a sample size of at least seven MBA students, plus
seven to 14 learning partners. For the purposes of this study, a learning partner took
one of two forms: (1) a person in the workplace who was impacted by an MBA
student’s boundary-crossing learning or (2) a person in the classroom who was
impacted by an MBA student’s boundary-crossing learning. A total of 18 people
participated in the study: 10 students and eight learning partners. Table 3.1

characterizes the 18 participants with a pseudonym, role, age, gender, and race.
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Table 3.1
Demographic Characteristics of MBA Working Professionals and Their Learning Partners

Pseudonym Role Age  Gender Race
Andrew Student 34 Male White
Billie Student 27 Female White
Dave Student 38 Male White
Jen Student 31 Female Asian
Lee Student 31 Female White
Max Student 41 Male Hispanic
Michael Student 46 Male White
Richard Student 41 Male White
Steve Student 43 Male Asian
Zara Student 35 Female Asian
Barbara Learning partner - Female White
Calvin Learning partner 60 Male White
Joe Learning partner 73 Male White
John Learning partner 58 Male White
Mark Learning partner 60 Male White
Meredith Learning partner - Female White
Nick Learning partner 36 Male White
Nunzi Learning partner 63 Male -

Note: - indicates that the participant did not disclose.

The 10 students in the study were diverse and representative of the executive
MBA population, according to the Executive MBA Council (EMBAC) Membership
Program Survey in 2019. This survey garnered 2,390 responses across 85 U.S.-based
executive MBA degree programs. The average age of the 10 student participants in this
study was 36.7 years—approximately 1.5 years younger than the average age of
executive MBAs in the 2019 EMBAC survey. In this study, female students comprised
40% of participants, compared to 31.8% of executive MBAs in the 2019 EMBAC survey.
Sixty percent of students in this study were white, 30% were Asian, and 10% were
Hispanic. Race was not reported in the 2019 EMBAC survey.

Nine industries were represented in the study: consulting, education technology,
entertainment, financial services, government, healthcare technology, nonprofit,

technology, and transportation. Eight organizational functions were represented in the

55



study: consulting, economics, entrepreneurship, human resources, marketing, operations,
product management, and strategy. Eight positions were represented in the study:
consultant, director, economic officer, founder, intern, pilot, product manager, and senior
vice president. Employment status included full-time and part-time. Employer names
remained confidential.

Five business schools were represented in the study: (1) Columbia University—
Columbia Business School, (2) Georgetown University—McDonough, (3) University of
North Carolina—Kenan Flagler, (4) University of Pennsylvania—Wharton, and (5)
University of Virginia—Darden. These schools were ranked as top 10 business schools
across one of two well-known business school rankings, the 2018 Financial Times
Executive MBA US-Only Programs and 2019 US News Online MBA Programs. One
business school’s MBA program was not ranked. Sample selection informed the means

for data collection.

Data Collection

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) described data collection as “asking, watching, and
reviewing” (p. 105). In line with this description, data for the study were collected
primarily through interviews as “asking,” and secondarily through field notes as
“watching” and document reviews as “reviewing.” Interviews were conducted to obtain
“direct quotations from people about their experiences, opinions, feelings, and
knowledge” (Patton, 2015, p. 14). Field notes were taken after each interview as a means
of capturing “detailed descriptions of people’s activities, behaviors, actions” (Patton,

2015, p. 14). Documents were reviewed for “excerpts, quotations, and entire passages”
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(Patton, 2015, p. 14). Each data source is presented below, in the order of collection:

(1) semi-structured interviews, (2) field notes, and (3) document reviews.

Semi-Structured Interviews

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) argued that interviews are the most common source
of data in qualitative research and cited Patton (2015, p. 426) who claimed, “We
interview people to find out from them those things we cannot directly observe. . .. The
purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter into the other person’s perspective”
(p. 108). During an interview, a researcher and a participant ask and answer questions
related to the research study.

The line of interview inquiry for this study was threefold. First, the inquiry posed
content questions to obtain information about who or what crossed the school-work
boundary. Second, the inquiry posed process questions related to how classroom learning
crossed the school-work boundary, as well as process questions related to how workplace
learning crossed the school-work boundary. Further inquiry was made into the outcome
of learning and its effect at the institutional, interpersonal, and/or intrapersonal levels.

Interviews were semi-structured, in which the interview “includes a mix of more
and less structured questions” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 110). Ten semi-structured
interviews were conducted with MBA students. Student interviews were conducted in
person and lasted 60 to 90 minutes. These interviews were designed to elicit students’
experiences of learning at the boundary. Eight follow-up interviews were conducted with
learning partners, six of whom came from the MBA student’s classroom or from the
MBA student’s workplace. Learning partner interviews occurred in person and by phone

and lasted between 40 and 90 minutes. These interviews were designed to understand
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experiences of students bringing school-related content into the work environment or
bringing work-related content into the classroom environment. All interviews remained
focused on the content, process, and outcome of learning across the boundary.

Interviews elicited 39 critical incidents of learning across the school-work
boundary. Flanagan (1954) pioneered the critical incident technique, defined as “a
procedure for gathering certain important facts concerning behavior in defined situations”
(p. 335). Data gathered from participants about critical incidents and the behaviors
employed during them have supported the development and evaluation of learning in
multiple contexts, including occupational training (Flanagan, 1954), higher education
(Brookfield, 1995), and management education (Boyatzis, Stubbs, & Taylor, 2002;
Yorks, Beechler, & Ciporen, 2007).

Interviews were guided by an interview protocol that included five parts:
(1) opening, including obtaining signed consent forms (Appendix D), (2) a set of open-
ended questions, (3) critical incident questions to solicit stories about school-work
boundary crossing, (4) structured questions, and (5) closing questions. Three interview
protocols were developed and deployed: a student interview protocol (Appendix E), a
learning partner at school interview protocol (Appendix F), and a learning partner at work
interview protocol (Appendix G). The student interview protocol was piloted with one
interviewee and no amendments were necessary. Following interviews, recordings were
professionally transcribed by a third-party transcription service named TranscribeMe.
Each interview transcript was reviewed by the researcher and member checked by the

research participant.
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Field Notes

In this study, field notes were captured immediately following each interview.
Field notes should be “highly descriptive” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 151) in providing
as much detail as possible about the setting, the people, and the activities. To this end,
field notes included descriptions of the context of the interview and the interview
participants. The notes should also be “reflective [and] include the researcher’s feelings,
reactions, hunches, initial interpretations, speculations, and working hypotheses”
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 151). To this end, field notes included high-level
descriptions of the critical incidents, tentative answers to the study’s research questions,
and the researcher’s evaluation of the interview and her next steps. A common next step
from each interview was to follow up with the student or the learning partner to obtain

documents for review.

Document Reviews

Twenty-eight documents were collected and reviewed for this study. Documents
were reviewed in response to the first research subquestion: What are the objects crossing
the boundary between the MBA program and students’ workplaces? Insights from 28
document reviews pointed to the content of student learning that crossed the school-work
boundary. Documents for review came from both the school and work contexts and from
both students and learning partners. School-related documents included course
descriptions, syllabi, and teaching materials where learning had crossed the boundary.
Work-related documents included presentations given at work as well as work-related

memos. For each document reviewed, special attention was given to objects as potential
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artifacts that cross the boundary. Table 3.2 lists all 28 documents collected and reviewed

for the study.

Table 3.2

Documents Reviewed in This Study

Document
number

Document name

Pseudonym of
document owner

1

0 ~NOoO Ok WwN

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28

Action Learning course description

Action Learning course syllabus

Analytical Tools for Decision-Making course description
Argenti crisis communication chapter

Business Communication course description

Clark Reinventing You summary

Communication course description

Formation and Implementation of Entrepreneurial Ventures

course description
Friedman Total Leadership summary

Global Leadership Explorations course description
Google teaching note

Google’s Project Oxygen case

Hackman’s Leading Teams book

Kotter Leading Change book

Leadership Coaching course description
Leadership Coaching syllabus

Management Communication self-development assignment
Management Communication syllabus

Memo A

Memo B

Memo C

Memo D

Odwalla case

Operations video

Pitch deck

Professional Advancement course description
Professional Advancement syllabus

Timbuk2 case

John
John
Richard
Meredith
Richard
Lee
Meredith
Steve

Zara
Barbara
Jen

Jen

Zara
Max

Jen

Jen
Meredith
Meredith
Richard
Richard
Richard
Richard
Billie
Billie
Steve
Lee

Lee
Steve

Although presented separately, data collection and analysis occurred

simultaneously, as recommended by Merriam and Tisdell (2016) in the emergent design
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of qualitative research (p. 195). The following section describes procedures that were

used in managing and analyzing data in this study.

Data Analysis

With regard to data analysis, “decisions and actions should be documented
systematically and in detail” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 190). This section details
these decisions and actions, including data management. In qualitative research, coding is
“the transitional process between data collection and more extensive data analysis”
(Saldana, 2012, p. 4). For Saldana, coding involves a three-step process, moving (1) from
data to codes, (2) from codes to categories, and (3) from categories to themes. A

summary of data coding is depicted in Table 3.3.

Table 3.3
Process for Data Coding

Process step  Translation

1 From data to codes (in vivo and descriptive)
2 From codes to categories
3 From categories to themes

Despite Saldana’s (2012) depiction of a linear three-step process, Creswell (2013)
depicted data analysis as a “process of moving in analytic circles” (p. 182). Inside of
Creswell’s “data analysis spiral” (2013, p. 182), a researcher begins with data and ends
with an account, while circling among five procedures. The five procedures are
organizing the data, reading and memoing, describing and classifying data into codes and
themes, interpreting the data, and representing or visualizing the data.

This researcher employed a blend of Saldana’s (2012) and Creswell’s (2013)

approaches to data analysis. As a first step, the researcher organized the data. Data were
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uploaded into a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software, NVivo 12 Plus by
QSR International. Data were stored in one of four NVivo folders: Documents, Field
Notes, Student Interviews, and Learning Partner Interviews. Data management and
storage occurred in compliance with institutional review board (IRB) standards.

As a second step, the researcher read through the data collected from each
research participant once, without translating any of the data into codes. The purpose of
this first reading was to simply orient the researcher to the research participant. Then the
researcher began to translate data into codes. A code is defined as “most often a word or
short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or
evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (Saldana, 2012, p. 3).
Codes in this study were generated from three types of data: field notes, documents, and
interview transcripts.

Through a simultaneous coding technique, which applies two or more codes to a
data set, codes took on one of two forms. In vivo codes were used to directly capture
participants’ words. Descriptive codes were used to summarize remaining relevant data.
Codes ranged from single words to multiple sentences. Some codes were inductive and
others were deduced from the study’s conceptual framework. This process was cyclical,
involving “a mixture of data [summation] and data complication . . . breaking the data
apart in analytically relevant ways in order to lead toward further questions about the
data” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, pp. 29-31). The goal for each sitting was to complete a
node for one of the interview transcripts and its associated field notes and documents.

Against Creswell’s (2013) warning, the researcher developed an elaborate set of

codes and, over time, the related codebook became impossible to manage. After coding
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for the fourth participant, the researcher simplified her codebook. She also added colors
to each one of the nodes in NVivo to aid in visualization. At this point, the researcher
began to create analytical memos related to coding and possible categorization of data in
a dissertation journal. The purpose of these memos was to support the researcher’s ability
to make sense of the immense amount of data that she had collected. Through the act of
memoing, the researcher reflected upon the codes, modified codes as necessary, and
made lists of further analysis needed. Coding ceased when codes met Lincoln and Guba’s
(1985) criteria of serving as a heuristic and representing the smallest independent
component of data.

In the third step, the researcher translated codes into categories. A category is
defined as a family of codes or a group of codes that “share some characteristic—the
beginning of a pattern” (Saldana, 2012, p. 8). Some elements of the study’s conceptual
framework (such as boundary, content, and process) were used as organizing principles
for categorization. In order to move from codes to categories, the researcher took a
horizontal view of each node in NVivo and exported certain codes to Microsoft Word
tables. Through an extensive use of cross-tabulation, the researcher condensed the codes
to categories, while more deeply immersing herself in the data. She manipulated the
codes in the tables, testing various interpretations of the data. Categories were refined
through a cyclical process of categorizing and recategorizing. Analytic memoing
supported the categorization of codes. Categorizing ceased when categories met Merriam
and Tisdell’s (2016) criteria of response to the study’s purpose, exhaustive, mutually

exclusive, sensitizing, and conceptually congruent.
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The researcher then translated categories to themes. A theme is defined as “an
outcome of coding, categorization, and analytic reflection” (Saldana, 2012, p. 13).
Categories differed from themes in that “a category is a word or phrase describing some
segment of your data that is explicit, whereas a theme is a phrase or sentence describing
more subtle and tacit processes” (Rossman & Rallis, 2013, p. 282, as quoted in Saldana,
2012, p. 13). Two and then three themes emerged from the categories. The first theme
uncovered a link between how students make their education relevant and the direction of
movement across the boundary. The second theme catalogued focal points for learning of
self and practice. The third theme related to the process of learning at the boundary as
informing and transforming. Interpretation in this fourth step involved “abstracting out
beyond the codes and themes to the larger meaning of the data” (Creswell, 2013, p. 187).
Themes were finalized through a cyclical process of review and revision, with close
attention paid to the research question and subquestions.

Next, this researcher collapsed Themes 2 and 3 into a typology of relevance-
making and crafted a description for each of the four types. These descriptions were
sourced from data collected from the study’s participants, plus the associated codes and
categories that were derived from these data. Inside of each type’s description, three
patterns were embedded—content, process, and outcome. In a final synthesis, a figure
was developed using arrows to depict the direction of movement and a two-by-two grid
to depict the four types of relevance-making. Multiple versions of the figure are used in
Chapter 4 to scaffold the reader’s learning. Each version of the figure builds upon the

previous version.
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Trustworthiness

Quantitative researchers tend to judge the value of research outcomes on criteria
of validity and reliability. However, “models used to evaluate quantitative research are
seldom relevant to qualitative research” (Krefting, 1991, p. 214). Lincoln and Guba’s
(1985) conceptual model helped to bridge the gap between evaluating qualitative and
quantitative research by offering a single set of criteria for evaluating both. Their criteria
included (1) truth value, (2) applicability, (3) consistency, and (4) neutrality.

The first criterion, truth value, as related to credibility, establishes “how confident
the researcher is with the truth of the findings based on the research design, informants,
and context” (Krefting, 1991, p. 174). In this study, three strategies were used to ensure
strong credibility, as it is the most important criterion for qualitative research. The three
strategies were triangulation, member checks, and reflexivity.

The second criterion, applicability, as related to transferability, is “the degree to
which the findings can be applied to other contexts and settings or with other groups”
(Krefting, 1991, p. 174). In this study, dense description of the context, as provided in the
sample selection section of this chapter, aids readers in determining whether the study
applies to their particular context. Applicability is deemed the least important criterion
for qualitative research.

The third criterion, consistency, as related to dependability, is “whether the
findings would be consistent if the inquiry were replicated with the same subjects or in a
similar context” (Krefting, 1991, p. 175). In this study, triangulation was employed,
drawing data from field notes, documents, and interviews with students and their learning

partners to improve consistency.
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The fourth criterion, neutrality, as related to confirmability, is “freedom from bias
in the research procedures and results” (Krefting, 1991, p. 175). In this study,
triangulation and reflexivity contributed to the study’s neutrality. Table 3.4 outlines the
relationships between trustworthiness criteria (quantitative and qualitative translations)

and strategies for this study.

Table 3.4
Relationships Between Trustworthiness Criteria and Strategies

Overall criteria Quantitative criteria Qualitative criteria Strategies for this study

Truth value Internal validity Credibility Triangulation
Member checks
Reflexivity
Applicability External validity Transferability Dense description
Consistency Reliability Dependability Triangulation
Neutrality Objectivity Confirmability Triangulation
Reflexivity

Each trustworthiness strategy is discussed in the paragraphs below.

The first technique, triangulation, is the use of “multiple investigators, sources of
data, or data collection methods to confirm emerging findings” (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016, p. 259). Triangulation using multiple investigators, also known as peer review,
involves the analysis of interview coding by an independent third party or parties to
ensure plausibility of codes. At the conclusion of the first round of coding, two
individuals coded two lengthy interview transcripts, using a full list of codes and
definitions, a summary of the research question and conceptual framework, and specific
instructions. Peer coders provided copies of their coded excerpts, which were compared
against the researcher’s own codes. In addition to peer reviews, triangulation involved

three sources of data—field notes, document reviews, and transcribed interviews.
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The second technique, member checks, involves “taking tentative interpretations/
findings back to the people from whom they were derived and asking if they are
plausible” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 259). Even though tentative findings were not
shared with research participants, an original transcript of the participant’s interview was
shared with each participant. Participants reviewed their transcript and answered the
following question: Does the transcript reflect your understanding of our conversation?
All but one participant member checked their transcript. Two participants had minor
corrections and the remaining participants responded yes to the previous question and did
not offer any modifications.

The third technique, reflexivity, is “critical self-reflection by the researcher
regarding assumptions, world view, biases, theoretical orientation, and relationship to the
study that may affect the investigation” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 259). Upon
Krefting’s (1991) recommendation, the researcher kept a field journal. The journal housed
analytic memos that were key sensemaking tools during the data analysis and synthesis
processes. The subjectivity statement that appeared in Chapter 1 informed these entries.

The fourth technique, dense description, is “information about the informants and
the research context and setting to allow others to assess how transferrable the findings
are” (Krefting, 1991, p. 179). Chapter 4 provides a participant profile for each of the 10
students who participated in this study. Inside of the participant profile, students’ school
and work contexts are described in detail. Furthermore, quotes from the students and their
associated learning partners are incorporated into these profiles, as well as into the
patterns of content, process, and outcomes in order to understand how students make

their MBA education relevant.
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In summary, four trustworthiness strategies of triangulation, member checks,
reflexivity, and dense description were employed to increase trustworthiness against four

criteria—truth value, applicability, consistency, and neutrality.

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions

When research is conducted with human participants, researchers and the
institutions that govern their research are concerned with obtaining informed consent,
minimizing risks, and ensuring justice in the participant recruitment process and
participant eligibility criteria. These areas are the subject of the Belmont Report and
informed related guidelines established by George Washington University’s IRB.

Informed consent process. Research participants provided informed consent.
Participant interview consent forms were reviewed by each research participant before
the start of each interview, and each participant was given an opportunity to ask questions
about consent and about the study in general. Participants were also given the option of
selecting a pseudonym. The form, provided in Appendix D, outlines the purpose of the
study, the interview process, the risks of participation, and the study’s confidential nature.

Risk management. Any research participant may be at risk for participating in a
research study. Potential risks for the participants in this study, as students and working
professionals, included the failure to understand the purpose and involvement of the
research and the danger of a breach of confidentiality of participants’ interview data or
the researcher’s field notes. The researcher employed the following safeguards to manage
these potential risks. First, the researcher informed each participant about the purpose,
potential significance, and process of the study through the participant informed consent

form (Appendix D). Second, participant confidentiality was protected through the

68



participant’s optional selection of a pseudonym to disguise his or her identity in the report
and the use of proper security measures for managing the data, as described above.
Participant recruitment process and eligibility criteria. Researchers must use
just recruitment processes and reasonable eligibility criteria. Details of this study’s
recruitment process and eligibility criteria have been described above. Given the

safeguards that the study put in place, the researcher did not experience any ethical issues.

Chapter 3 Summary

This chapter described the methodology for a basic qualitative study investigating
the potential for learning across the boundary. The chapter aligned the study’s purpose
and research questions with the social constructivist philosophy and basic qualitative

approach. Table 3.5 summarizes the methods used in this study.

Table 3.5
Summary of Research Methods

Method Description
Research question RQ: How do students enrolled in MBA programs make their education
and subquestions  relevant as they cross boundaries between school and work?
1. What are the objects crossing the boundary between the MBA
program and students” workplaces?
2. How do MBA students broker learning at the boundary?
3. Atwhat level are interactions occurring and to what end?

Research design Basic qualitative study based on a social constructivist epistemology
Unit of analysis Students crossing the boundary between school and work

Sources of data Semi-structured interviews with participant questionnaires
Field notes
Document reviews

Analysis of data  Professionally transcribed by TranscribeMe
Utilization of NVivo qualitative data analysis software

Trustworthiness Triangulation
Member check
Reflexivity
Dense description
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CHAPTER 4:

FINDINGS

The purpose of the study was to explore how students in master’s of business
administration (MBA) programs make their education relevant. The study addressed one
central research question: How do students enrolled in MBA programs make their
education relevant as they cross boundaries between school and work? There were three
related subquestions:

1. What are the objects crossing the boundary between the MBA program and

students’ workplaces?

2. How do MBA students broker learning at the boundary?

3. At what level are interactions occurring and to what end?
More specifically, for working professionals enrolled in MBA programs and crossing the
boundary between school and work, this research examined the content of learning in
Subquestion 1, the process of learning in Subguestion 2, and the outcome of learning at
different levels of interaction in Subquestion 3.

Three overarching themes emerged from this study. First, the study found a link
between how MBAs make their education relevant and the direction in which learning is
moving across the boundary—school to work or work to school. Second, some of the
study participants focused their learning on self while others focused their learning on
practice as they crossed the boundaries between school and work. Third, learning
occurred through the processes of informing and transforming the self or practices.
Figure 4.1 juxtaposes Themes 2 and 3, depicting the focal points of self and practice

against the learning processes of inform and transform.
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Figure 4.1. How students make MBA education relevant: Juxtaposing Themes 2 and 3.

With further analysis and synthesis, the second and third themes evolved into a
typology for how students enrolled in MBA programs make their education relevant as
they cross boundaries between school and work. The four ways of making MBA
education relevant were (1) Innovative Climbing, (2) Identity Switching, (3) Introspective
Exploring, and (4) Fast Founding. Figure 4.2 depicts these four types of relevance-
making while connecting them to the focal points of self and practice, as well as the
learning processes of inform and transform. In so doing, Figure 4.2 overlays the typology

of relevance-making on the juxtaposition from Figure 4.1.
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Figure 4.2. How students make MBA education relevant: A typology of Themes 2 and 3.
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In Innovative Climbing, students transformed practice at work. In Identity
Switching, students transformed themselves at work. In Introspective Exploring, students
became more informed about themselves, especially in the work context. In Fast
Founding, students informed work practice.

Then the typology was connected back to the study’s first theme about the
direction of learning across the boundary. In making this connection, two types of
relevance-making—~Fast Founding and Innovative Climbing—appeared to favor a
trajectory that moved from school to work. Introspective Exploring appeared to favor a
trajectory that moved from work to school. The remaining type of relevance-making—
Identity Switching—did not seem to favor either trajectory, placing equal value on
movement in both directions. In all four types of relevance-making, learning moved
across the boundary in both directions. Figure 4.3 depicts the connection between the
direction of learning across the boundary, which was derived from the first theme, and
the study’s typology, which was derived from the second and third themes. In so doing,

Figure 4.3 overlays the directions of learning on the typology from Figure 4.2.

—

o —

—

—
Business Concepts T
~
—~—
HH""H-.

Practice

~
- N Ia N
4 1
Fast Innovative
Founding Climbing
1
< ’ Transform
118 Y
., ]

3 2 /
Introspective Identity /
Exploring Switching
A
v
—

— Self _—
—— I

~— Practice-based Knowledge
—

— —

Figure 4.3. How students make MBA education relevant: Synthesizing Themes 1, 2, and 3.
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Importantly, the intent of the model depicted in Figure 4.3 is to represent how students in
this study made their MBA education relevant. The intent of this model is not to assess
students’ developmental stages.

A description of each of the four types was sourced from data collected from the
study participants, plus the associated codes and categories derived from these data.
Inside each type’s description, three patterns are embedded. The first pattern is a content
pattern that defines what moved between school and work and was made relevant by the
student. The second pattern is a process pattern that depicts how content moved between
school and work and was made relevant by the student. The third pattern is an outcome
pattern that describes to what end relevant action and interaction were occurring at school
and at work. Table 4.1 provides the names and descriptions of ways that participants in
this study made their education relevant as they crossed the boundary between school and

work.

Table 4.1
Typology for Making MBA Education Relevant

Name of type Description of type

Innovative Making MBA education relevant by introducing proven business concepts

Climbing from school that transform practice at work so that | can earn a promotion
with my current employer

Identity Making MBA education relevant by experimenting with practice-based

Switching knowledge from work and business concepts from school in order to change
where | work by transforming the way | see myself and the way that others
see me

Introspective Making MBA education relevant by successfully bringing practice-based

Exploring knowledge to school and introducing business concepts at work in ways that
inform my career goals

Fast Making MBA education relevant with intentional and immediate

Founding introductions of blended business concepts from school to inform practice at

work in ways that will sustain the business venture

Note: Content is shown in red, processes are shown in blue, and outcomes are shown in green.
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The remainder of this chapter offers learning profiles, as well as patterns of
content, process, and outcomes, for each of the relevance-making types depicted in Table
4.1. Learning profiles and patterns appear below in the order in which they are depicted

in Table 4.1, beginning with the first type, Innovative Climbing.

Innovative Climbing

Innovative Climbing was the first of four ways that participants in this study made
their MBA education relevant as they crossed the boundary between school and work. In
Innovative Climbing, students made their MBA education relevant by bringing
innovative business concepts from school to transform practice at work so that they could
earn promotions with their current employers. Figure 4.4 depicts Innovative Climbing as
one of four types of relevance-making and shows how students favored a trajectory that

moved from school to work as they transformed work practice.
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Figure 4.4. How students make MBA education relevant in Innovative Climbing.
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Three students engaged in Innovative Climbing as a means for making their MBA

education relevant: Jen, Lee, and Andrew.

Profiles

Jen. Jen was earning a global executive MBA degree from a graduate business
school while fully employed. Over the 21-month MBA program, she traveled outside of
the United States on four 1-week global residencies. During semesters when she was not
traveling internationally for school, she attended monthly 3-day domestic residencies on
the school’s campus. After each learning experience, both domestic and international, Jen
looked for ways to apply new business knowledge at work in order to advance her career.

She explained:

The best part about this [MBA] program was you can learn something one
weekend and if you have an opportunity to apply that at work right away, you
actually can. And that’s actually going to help you advance in your career.

Three days prior to the semi-structured interview, Jen graduated with her MBA degree. In
the 60-credit degree program, Jen took 10 core business courses, nine required noncore
courses, and a variety of electives.

At work, Jen was the director of talent management and compensation in the
human resources division of a technology subsidiary of a Fortune 100 healthcare
organization. Jen described the unique relationship between the two components of her

job, talent management and compensation:

[In talent management] we do what we call our quarterly check-ins. So the idea
behind it is we want managers to have continuous feedback and learning
objectives for their employees. So gone are the days where you can just get away
with just having one annual performance management. So what we try to do at
least at [my company] is, being in the tech industry, the idea is to always kind of
disrupt what has always been the case, and do so even within the realm of human

75



capital. And because we’re doing these quarterly check-ins as we call them, there
is a lot of compensation planning.

In this role, Jen had one direct report and six indirect reports, and together they
served more than 1,300 employees. She joined her employer when it was a start-up and
grew her role and responsibilities as the organization grew. Jen earned a promotion from
manager to director while she was enrolled in the MBA program.

Lee. At school, Lee was earning an MBA degree in an executive format from a
top-tier business school. She attended classes at her college campus once a month on
Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. In addition, she attended class online twice a week. At the
time of the semi-structured interview, she was in the final semester of a five-semester
program, having completed all of the required courses and all but three electives. Lee
valued the immediate application of business concepts and argued that their immediate
application may increase knowledge retention.

Lee worked in the financial services industry as a director of operations for an
investment management firm. In this role, Lee led a team of 97 employees with seven

direct reports and 90 indirect reports. She described the work that her team did:

We collect all of the data that’s used for client reports and all the data that’s used
for our research reports. So we produce about 900 client reports on a monthly
basis, and we track about 60,000 different strategies across private equity hedge
fund and loan-only investments.

Lee’s manager and learning partner, Nick, described the strategic and tactical

roles that Lee played on his team and in the organization:

She plays a strategic role in terms of the broader overseeing of the different
business units—driving strategy, looking at how we’re trending across our SLAS
[Service Level Agreements], our performance objectives, our yearly goals—and
then tactically, employing attention where there are transformation initiatives or
problems that we’re dealing with or so forth.
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Lee joined the investment management firm when she graduated from her
undergraduate institution and earned several promotions during her tenure, including a
promotion to director while she was enrolled in the MBA program.

Andrew. Andrew was earning an executive MBA degree from a top-tier business
school while fully employed. At school, Andrew was a member of a 38-student cohort
and traveled to campus to attend classes for 1 week at a time every month. During the

interview, Andrew commented on the relevance of his MBA education:

I wish the MBA was more relevant, but I think it’s not something that | fault the
MBA program for. I think it’s just programs are designed in kind of a fairly one-
size-fits-all way. And then it’s up to the student to take that information and apply
it.

At the time of the semi-structured interview, Andrew had completed 10 months of
a 20-month executive MBA degree program. He had finished 10 of 11 core courses,
including two economics courses for which he felt a particular affinity given his work
history in the field of economics. He was about to embark on a series of elective courses.
At work, Andrew was an economic officer employed full-time by the U.S.

government. He described the focus of his work as foreign economic policy.

I currently focus on economic policy in Central America, namely Guatemala,
Honduras, El Salvador. | work on a team that oversees the U.S. government’s
Central America strategy, which is at a billion-dollar program that’s been in place
for several years, that’s designed to improve conditions in [Central] America and
curb illegal migration to United States by focusing on three pillars, primarily,
prosperity, which is the pillar that I primarily focus on; governance, which is a
pillar that is focused on reducing corruption, in particular, improving governance
in these countries; and lastly, security, which is absolutely about improving
border controls to curb migration.

In considering the relevancy of business concepts that he was learning at school,

Andrew admitted that “the MBA is not always immediately applicable to the work I’'m
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doing because | work for the government and that whole concept of profit.” As an
example, Andrew pointed to the irrelevance of accounting concepts and the related
profitability calculations and ratios that he learned in business school, given the not-for-
profit context in which he worked. However, Andrew brought business concepts related

to management and economics from school into the workplace.

Content as Business Concepts

In Innovative Climbing, students brought proven business concepts from school
to the workplace. These students intentionally chose concepts from the academic
discipline of management. Jen chose the management concept of managing up. Lee chose
the management concepts of change leadership, personal branding, and negotiation
strategy. Andrew chose the management concept of personality types. These students
also chose concepts from the academic discipline that most closely related to the function
in which they worked. Jen worked in human resources and chose the related business
concept of coaching managers. Lee worked in operations and chose the related concept of
operational efficiency. Andrew worked with foreign economic policies and chose the
related concept of legal, economic, administrative, and political (LEAP) zones. Each of
these business concepts is discussed below.

Jen brought a business concept named managing up from school to work. This
concept refers to how an employee can best manage his or her manager. Managing up is a
business concept that Jen learned in a leadership coaching elective. The elective had two
modules. In Module A, Leader Being Coached, students engaged with a leadership coach
in five coaching sessions to identify and overcome a leadership challenge or opportunity.

In Module B, Leader as Coach, students built new or enhanced existing managerial
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coaching competencies. In Module A and in conversations with her leadership coach and
learning partner, Mark, Jen learned the importance of managing her manager. After
having a practice conversation with coach Mark, Jen met with her manager to advocate

for herself and for growth opportunities inside of the organization. She explained:

An hour later | did it without much thought process. That very afternoon, it was a
Friday afternoon, when I called my boss I was like, “You know what? This is all
great and all. I’ve done everything I’ve needed to sort of keep business floating,
work is happening. But remember that conversation we had about me trying new
opportunities? I haven’t forgotten it. | need you to know that this is on my radar.”

In the critical incident named “managing up,” Jen brought discourse that she practiced at
school into the work environment. In this study, discourse is defined as common
languages that are used to negotiate meanings across various practices.

Jen also brought the business concept of coaching managers from school into the
work environment. Jen learned about coaching managers in the leadership coaching
elective described above. In Module B of the course, and through the Google business
case study in particular, Jen learned about the ways that organizations enable a coach
approach to management. The Google case study titled “Google Project Oxygen” asked a
key question: Do managers matter? Furthermore, the case provided evidence for effective
management practice at Google, including the company’s commitment to coaching as a
management practice. As a director of compensation and talent development, Jen sought
to train managers on how to coach employees in the organization’s quarterly check-in
process. Shortly after learning the coaching manager concept in class, Jen introduced the
Google business case artifact to and facilitated a dialogue with her extended team of
human resources business partners. In this study, artifacts are defined as tools, models,

frameworks, or documents that make connections across various practices.
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Lee paired two business concepts from school and brought them into the work
environment together—operational efficiency and change leadership. Operational
efficiency involves providing products or services to customers in a way that minimizes
cost, maximizes quality, and delivers on time. She argued that operational “efficiency is
important because we have to get out information out on a timely basis so that people
know how their portfolios are performing.” But, Lee couldn’t stop there. She also had to

lead her direct reports through this operational change.

I also had to get buy-in from the U.S. staff on this because whenever anyone hears
‘outsourcing’ they’re stressed, they’re nervous. . . . And ultimately, | had to rely
on those people to train the people in India too, so they have to be bought in to the
decision. Otherwise, it’s not going to go well.

Operational efficiency was a business concept that Lee learned about in her MBA
operations management course. The course highlighted the important link between
operations and performance as a competitive advantage for organizations and drew upon
a single branch of business instruction—operations. Change leadership was a business
concept that Lee learned about in her Leading Organizations course. The course provided
students with practical tools to influence people and organizations and drew upon a single
branch of business instruction—management. Pairing business concepts from operations
and management, Lee led her team through a major operational change. In doing so, Lee
brought an artifact from a leadership course and paired it with meaningful discourse from
operations and a change procedure that she learned at school. In this study, procedure is
defined as a sequence of actions that coordinate work across various practices.

Lee also brought the business concept of personal branding from school to work.
This concept is defined as a unique promise of value and is related to the personal brand

statement, in which a student clarifies and communicates his or her unique promise of
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value in a way that supports career goals. Lee learned about personal branding in her
Professional Advancement course. This required course supported executive MBAS in
reaching their full professional potential. Furthermore, the course was designed to
increase awareness of and deepen engagement in the advancement that often results from
the MBA experience. The Professional Advancement course drew upon a single branch
of instruction—management. In her role as a people manager, Lee shared personal
branding concepts and the course textbook with one of her employees who was working
to define her personal brand in a meaningful way.

Lee also brought the business concept of negotiation strategy from school to work.
Negotiation strategy is a plan of purposeful action that is designed to create and maximize
value for all parties participating in a negotiation. Lee learned negotiation strategy in her
Bargaining and Negotiating course. In this course, students learned practical negotiation
skills and tactics through active participation in simple buyer-seller negotiations and more
complex multi-issue labor management negotiations. Negotiation strategy as a concept sits
in the communication discipline. In this critical incident, Lee along with her manager and
learning partner Nick engaged in discourse about the value of an MBA. During this
conversation, Lee used business concepts from school to negotiate a salary increase that
would be appropriately timed around her MBA graduation date.

Andrew brought the business concept of LEAP zones from school into the work
environment. A LEAP zone is a specific geographic area that has approved
constitutional protections that are legal, economic, administrative, and political in
nature. These protections, when properly implemented, aid investors and job creators,

supporting the economic development of the zone and its surrounding region. LEAP
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zones was a business concept that Andrew learned about in his MBA’s Economics
course. The course examined decisions that managers make, as well as the decision-
making process, in efficient and inefficient economic markets. The course drew upon a
single branch of business instruction—economics. Interestingly, Andrew held the title
of economics officer for his government organization. In the critical incident named
“LEAP zones,” Andrew discussed the business concept of LEAP zones with his office
director and an external economic advisor during an economic policy meeting in the
workplace.

Andrew also brought the business concept of personality types from school to
work. At school, personality types were defined along two dimensions: passive vs.
assertive and emotionally expressive vs. emotionally controlled. In understanding the
personality types of those with whom they work, individuals can modify how they act
and how they interact with others. Personality types was a business concept that
Andrew encountered in the Leadership and Organizational Change elective course.
This course provided students with practical tools for leading change in their
organizations, with a final project related to applying the course’s concepts to a real-
life challenge that students faced in their workplaces. In the critical incident named
“personality types,” Andrew brought the personality types artifact from school into the
work environment and deployed it as “a very quick slicing tool to kind of just [assess]
someone’s style and use that to work with them more effectively.” Business concepts
that moved from school to work in Innovative Climbing are summarized in Table 4.2.
The single academic discipline of management, as well as discourse as the type of

object that moved across the boundary, were prevalent in Innovative Climbing.
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Table 4.2
Innovative Climbing: Content as Business Concepts

Name of Academic Disciplinary Type of
Pseudonym critical incident discipline(s) state object(s)
Jen Coaching managers Management Disciplinary Artifact + discourse
Jen Managing up Management Disciplinary Discourse
Lee Operational efficiency Operations and  Multi- Acrtifact + discourse

and change management Management disciplinary  + procedure

Lee Personal branding Management Disciplinary Artifact + discourse
Lee Negotiation strategy Communication Disciplinary Discourse
Andrew LEAP zones Economics Disciplinary Discourse
Andrew Personality types Management Disciplinary  Artifact

In addition to these concepts that moved from school to work, students engaged in
Innovative Climbing also brought practice-based knowledge from work to school,
although this was not the focal point of their learning. Jen brought practice-based
knowledge related to leading senior employees and mergers and acquisitions. Lee
brought practice-based knowledge related to doing business in China and ethics. Andrew

brought practice-based knowledge related to motivation and marketing strategy.

Process as Transforming Practice

In Innovative Climbing, students transformed work practice using a four-step
process. In Step 1, students encountered a persistent problem at work. In Step 2, students
became aware of an innovative business concept from school that had potential relevance
at work. In Step 3, students introduced the innovative business concept from school into
the workplace. In Step 4, students integrated the innovative business concept into work
practice. Each step of the process is detailed below for a representative critical incident
that moved from school to work. Lee’s critical incident named “operational efficiency

and change leadership” was representative in that it illustrated all four steps of the
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process for transforming work practice. Lee’s critical incident was also chosen because
the student and two of the student’s learning partners were interviewed for this study,
providing a broader perspective on the critical incident.

Persistent problem at work. The first step of the transforming-practice process
involved the student’s recognition of a persistent problem at work that seemed difficult to
solve. Lee’s learning partner Nick described the problem that he and Lee faced in the

operational efficiency and change leadership transforming-practice process.

The challenge that we have is that the volume of data that comes in. I mean, from
her analysis, for example, it’s something like—don’t quote me on this—but 60%
of the month’s data comes in within a 5-business-day period. . . . And so the
challenge being is that it’s very difficult to hit real time with that volume. And the
challenge we have is that you can’t staff a business for one peak of [activity every
month].

Lee gave more details about the problem when she shared, “A specific example is
we have a huge bottleneck the second week of every month. Like I require 20 more
people that week to get what | need out the door.” Each work practice change started with
a persistent problem at work.

Innovative business concept from school with potential relevance at work.
The second step of the transforming-practice process occurred when a student was
exposed to a new object at school. Lee described her exposure at school to objects related

to operational efficiency.

The Kaizen model and the throughput model, especially, because like I mentioned
earlier, everything on quality and efficiency, those things are kind of sometimes at
odds in terms of a client wants to report the 10th business day after the month, the
quality of that information might not be as high as if you’d waited to the end of
the month. So using some of the operational framework to apply to that situation
of okay, here’s the amount of data that I’ll have, here are the tradeoffs that you’re
going to get with the situation, and kind of being able to explain that a little bit
better to the clients has been helpful. And then also when you look at the larger
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operation: How many people do I have? What’s the expectation? What’s the
throughput? Where are the bottlenecks in the process? That’s definitely been
helpful.

As Lee continued describing the critical incident to the researcher, she identified
an additional business concept named change leadership that she was exposed to in her

Leading Organizations course.

We talked about one instance of, actually, how you communicate change to an
organization and leading change, and like being a change agent. And I did go
back and reference those materials when | went to communicate it to the
organization.

Upon learning about operational efficiency and change leadership, Lee evaluated the
potential relevance of these concepts to the problem that she faced at work.
Introduction of innovative business concept at work. The third step of the
transforming-practice process involved an introduction of the new relevant concept from
school into the work environment. Introductions were immediate in that they were made
shortly after the concept was introduced in class. Lee talked about the immediacy of

knowledge application when describing the value of her MBA experience.

I mean, that’s why I think it’s really helpful to do the executive MBA while
working because you’re immediately able to draw upon the classroom and apply
it to your work, whereas if you’re doing the residential [MBA], you may be able
to apply it during your internships or shortly thereafter in your first job, but those
concepts kind of may go away quicker.

Introductions were intentional in that innovative business concepts were
introduced purposefully. Lee described her intentional approach to introducing school

concepts at work.

There was a PowerPoint that [my professor] had put together on all of this [an
approach for communicating change] and | shared that with . . . my whole
management team and walked them through all of those materials.
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Introductions of innovative business concepts from school that transformed work
practices were immediate and intentional.

Integration of innovative business concept at work. The fourth step of the
transforming-practice process was integration, where students embedded school-based
practices into their work environments. Learning partner Nick described how Lee
integrated operational efficiency practices that she learned at school into the work

environment.

Also, it’s where [Lee] had to look out where there were strategic shifts on the
whole for her department. For example, it’s saying we’re going to shift now,
where when you come in in the morning your first priority is data for client
reports. Your second priority is looking at data that is for the next 2 days. Your
third priority is hitting anything else real-time.

In this critical incident, integration involved changing how the department prioritized
operational tasks in the work environment.

One thing distinguished this critical incident from the other critical incidents for
Innovative Climbing. After Lee integrated these business concepts at work, she wrote
about what she learned from the integration process in a paper for her Action Learning
course. Lee’s learning partner and professor at school, John, described this paper in
which Lee reflected upon her experience leading operational change at work. Professor
John recalled, “One of the things that she included in her final problem statement was a
realization that being overly ambitious in a project was fraught with difficulty. By
attempting to do too much at once, it put all of it at risk.” Professor John hoped that this
new perspective would inform how Lee approached future work related to leading

operational change.

86



Process enablers. Across Lee’s representative critical incident and the remaining
critical incidents that moved from school to work in Innovative Climbing, three factors
seemed to contribute to the transforming-practice process: the student’s perception of a
confluence between school and work objectives, the student’s ability to translate and
communicate content, and a receptive work culture.

Confluence between school and work objectives. The first factor was a
confluence or a coming together of school and work objectives. It is important to note
that students were typically the ones who determined whether or not there was a
relationship between school and work objectives. Jen described the moment when she
made a connection between a manager development problem that she faced at work and
the Google case discussion that was underway in her Leadership Coaching class at

school.

So one of the things we were working on actively this year was manager
development. And | remember the Google case was all about how do you solve
this problem. And I think the case didn’t give away the answer, but I’m sitting
here listening to the case and | was like, “The key is managers. The key is
managers.” Because that is the only scalable way.

Lee described how she made a connection between concepts that she was learning

at school and problems that she needed to solve at work:

It was just “There’s a problem. What have | learned?”” There wasn’t “What have |
learned in school?” It was kind of just “I now know this. I can now apply this. It’s
kind of in my toolkit.” But it came very naturally to me.

Andrew made a connection between the personality types that he learned at
school and a need that he had at work to better understand how his boss and the members
of his team “relate to information and the world.” Business concepts were integrated
when the student perceived a confluence between school and work objectives.
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Ability to translate and communicate content. The second factor was the
student’s ability to translate and communicate content. Communication of content
involved expressing thoughts about the business concept. Translation of content involved
expressing thoughts in a way that could be understood by those who operate in the
receiving work environment. Jen translated and communicated Google’s concept of
coaching managers to her boss, leveraging the fact that he had worked for Google and
was familiar with many of its management practices. Learning partner Nick described

Lee’s ability to translate and communicate school content at work:

Everything that we do is around, “How do you construct the story and the
messaging?” And | want to talk to that about [Lee’s] example and that it wasn’t
just the data analysis and looking at the process flow analysis and trying to break
down and say, “Where are the gaps?” but then, “Okay, now | understand. How do
I go back to stakeholders? How do I go back to leadership and create that story
around it?”

Andrew communicated the business concept of LEAP zones during a meeting
with his boss and an external economic advisor, but did not translate the business concept
of personality types to his team. Business concepts were integrated because the student
was able to adequately translate and communicate content that he or she learned at
school.

Receptive work culture. The third factor was a receptive work culture. A
receptive culture was one that was open to taking in new business concepts. Jen described
her manager’s reaction to the coaching manager concept that she introduced at work:
“Give me more of this. And if you need to give up some of the day-to-day stuff, do so to
make it happen.” Lee described her environment at work where continuing education was

encouraged. She explained, “We very much value it and value sharing materials [from
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school] and talking about that.” Andrew received a similar response from his

organization.

I would say the workplace is pretty positive in terms of demonstrating the outside
knowledge [from school] and then bringing that and applying it [at work], and in
particular, in ways that are kind of novel or unique. If there’s ways to use
[business] concepts—and, | mean, that’s really our whole driver for doing the
MBA program—if there are different ways to do things, and then applying that to
the government, | think that’s welcomed by my office in particular.

Business concepts were integrated because students were operating in receptive
cultures. The data suggested that, when present, all three factors—MBA working
professionals’ perception of a confluence between school and work objectives, their
ability to translate and communicate content, and receptive work cultures—support the
transforming-practice process.

When learning moved in the opposite direction from work to school, Jen and Lee
reflected upon work practice changes that occurred in the past and shared this work
experience with their classmates, which informed how they thought about their current
organizations. Andrew took a different approach when bringing practice-based
knowledge to school. Andrew shared information about a previous work practice that he
felt informed the classroom dialogue and others’ thinking. In Innovative Climbing,
critical incidents of learning that moved from work to school took a backseat to those

incidents where learning moved from school to work.

Outcome of Promotion

In Innovative Climbing, students earned promotions while enrolled in their MBA
programs. Jen was promoted from senior compensation manager to director of

compensation and talent management. Jen’s learning partner Mark described Jen’s long-
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term career aspiration to be a C-suite executive. In his coaching conversations with Jen,
she oscillated between climbing toward the chief human resource officer role and the
chief operations officer role. In either case, it was clear that Jen wanted to continue to
climb the ladder with her current organization.

Lee was promoted from operations manager to director of operations while she
was enrolled in the MBA program. Lee’s learning partner Nick noticed that Lee gained
more clarity about her long-term career objectives during the MBA program. When Nick
and Lee talked about her career trajectory before the MBA program, Lee could only offer
short-term career interests, such as a new project to pick up or a new responsibility to
take on. When Nick and Lee talked about Lee’s career interests during the MBA

program, Lee provided a specific long-term career destination of chief operations officer.

I’m interested to transition over time to more of a direct investment side working
as an asset manager, in particular working towards like playing a COO type of
function of that smaller size sort of organization.

Given this maturation in Lee’s thinking over a short period of time, Nick pondered
whether the MBA program provided career clarity or confidence or some combination of
the two.

Andrew changed roles with his current employer while he was enrolled in the
MBA program. He moved from a consular officer to an economic officer within a U.S.
government agency. Unlike Jen and Lee, Andrew did not offer a long-term career goal.
He only shared that he is a “fairly junior” member of the team, but he is “optimistic about
the future” of his organization. Table 4.3 depicts the title at the start of the MBA program
and title at the time of the research interview for students who made their education

relevant through Innovative Climbing.
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Table 4.3
Innovative Climbing: Starting and Current Title at Work

Pseudonym Title at start of MBA Title at time of research interview
program

Jen Senior compensation Director of compensation and talent
manager management

Lee Operations manager Director of operations

Andrew Consular officer Economic officer

Summary of Innovative Climbing

In Innovative Climbing, students carried innovative business concepts across the
boundary from school to work. These business concepts were drawn from two academic
disciplines: management and the academic discipline most closely related to the function
in which the student worked. These business concepts came in multiple forms—artifacts,
discourses, and procedures. The process of Innovative Climbing involved transforming
work practice in four steps: (1) students encountered a persistent problem at work, (2)
students became aware of a business concept from school that was relevant to the
problem, (3) students introduced the business concept from school into the workplace,
and (4) students integrated the business concept into work practice. The outcome of
Innovative Climbing was a promotion with the student’s current employer. In this study,

Jen, Lee, and Andrew made their education relevant through Innovative Climbing.

Identity Switching

Identity Switching was the second of four ways that participants in this study
made their MBA education relevant as they crossed the boundary between school and
work. In Identity Switching, students made their MBA education relevant by

experimenting with practice-based knowledge from work and business concepts from
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school. They intended to change where they worked by changing how they saw
themselves and how others saw them. Figure 4.5 depicts Identity Switching as one of four
types of relevance-making. In this type, students did not favor one trajectory over
another. Rather, these students seemed to place equal value on content moving in both

directions—from school to work and from work to school.
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Figure 4.5. How students make MBA education relevant in Identity Switching.

Three students in this study made their education relevant through Identity

Switching: Billie, Dave, and Zara.

Profiles

Billie. At school, Billie was pursuing an executive MBA with a top-tier U.S.

business school. Billie was earning an executive MBA through a cohort format in a
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hybrid program, meeting every month for 3 days at a time, plus meeting twice a week for

online classes. Billie came to business school to fill perceived knowledge gaps.

What prompted me [to go to business school] was realizing that I didn’t have
enough of the understanding of how finance and organizational leadership and
strategy worked with my department. So I think that was something that was
probably very required of the job, but not listed as a requirement. So it always felt
like an incompetency.

At the time of the research interview, Billie had been enrolled in the MBA
program for 17 months and had completed all of the program’s core courses and several
noncore but required courses.

Billie was in transition at work. At the time of the research interview, she had
recently resigned from her employer and was preparing to start a new job with a different

employer. She explained:

So I was working in the nonprofit sector as the director of global marketing. And
so that was leading a team of 30 to do a lot of creative and analytical development
and fundraising programs. And now, I’m starting at a tech firm where I’ll also be
doing marketing, but it will be client-facing marketing primarily around how to
create integrated experiences for mobile app users, as well as consumers and
customers through any other channel.

The transition that Billie was undertaking involved leaving behind several years
of nonprofit management experience for a new start with a for-profit technology
company. She planned to leverage her global marketing experience, as well as her
creative and analytical skills from her previous role, in a new role that required her to
deliver integrated user experiences for mobile phone applications.

Dave. Dave was pursuing an executive MBA with a top-tier U.S. business school.
Dave was a member of a cohort, earning an MBA in a program that met both face-to-face

and online. At the time of the research interview, Dave had completed all of the
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program’s core courses and several electives. He had been enrolled in the program for 18

months. Dave described the value that he was getting from his MBA experience:

For a guy like me coming from the military, it’s just—and that’s why I’ve
enjoyed this program. | don’t mean to get off topic too much but just having the
interactions with people like that has just kind of enriched my experience here
because I’'m just used to sort of being a pilot in the squadron. We learn a lot in
leadership and all that. Yeah, I got it. But this is a different environment and it’s
been very good for me in terms of my professional growth.

Dave believed that his MBA experience was contributing to his professional growth.

At work, Dave was in transition. He had recently separated from the U.S. Navy,
where he served as a pilot. At the time of the research interview, Dave worked as an
intern, leading a strategic marketing project with a mid-sized company in the
entertainment industry. Dave described his new role: “I just started this internship a
month ago that I’m working on. And it’s a marketing company and they’re trying to roll
out a new product and I’m trying to figure out how I can help this company do that.” The
transition that Dave was undertaking was major, leaving behind several years of military
experience for a new start with a for-profit entertainment company.

Zara. At school, Zara was earning an executive MBA degree from a top-tier
business school. At the time of the semi-structured interview, Zara had completed 17
months of a 24-month MBA degree program and had finished the core set of MBA
courses and several electives. Once a month, she traveled to campus to attend classes
with members of her cohort. During the interview, Zara commented on the relevance of

her graduate management education:

[At school] we learn about corporate strategy or what a firm strategy should be,
which is good to learn. Yes, of course. But | don’t use those learnings as such in
my firm because I’m not there yet. I’m not in a position to discuss or decide the
strategy of [the] global organization that | work for now.
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Even though Zara had not used much of her MBA learning at work, she was
hopeful that she would someday find that learning applicable. Later in the research
interview, she expressed her belief that the learning, and the associated returns on that
learning, occur gradually.

At work, Zara was a product manager for a Fortune 100 technology company
headquartered in the United States but with a global presence. Zara described the nature

of her role in product management:

I work in a software development team. | have a squad who develops software
solutions delivered to the stakeholders. And we work an agile development
model, which means that we have like a 3-week sprint. We double up features and
then push it to the production. Push them out and then users start using it.

Zara came to business school seeking to transition away from technology and
toward business. The transition that Zara was undertaking was a big one, leaving behind
several years of deep technology experience for a new start in a business strategy role
with a different company. Zara indicated that she planned to make this transition around

the time of graduation.

Content as Practice-Based Knowledge and Business Concepts

In Identity Switching, students experimented with practice-based knowledge from
work. Letting go of years of nonprofit industry experience, Billie experimented with her
practice-based knowledge of tariffs and crisis communication in business school.
Similarly, Dave let go of years of defense industry experience while experimenting with
practice-based knowledge of digital product management in school. Letting go of years

of deep technology expertise, Zara experimented with practice-based knowledge of
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connected strategy and team effectiveness in her MBA experience. The content of each of
these critical incidents is discussed below.
Billie explained how she let go of deep practice-based knowledge from work

during her MBA program:

[The management professor] gives a talk about dropping your tools, like letting
go of your hard skills and sort of firing yourself from [work] roles and
responsibilities to take on [new] things, where that really shifted how I thought of
my role for myself, but also for my teams too, where at a certain point it has to be
acceptable to move on from what has given you life for a long time.

Billie let go of her deep practice-based knowledge from the nonprofit industry
while she was enrolled in business school. This was difficult, given that this knowledge
and its associated tools had contributed to her professional success to date. Moving away
from the nonprofit industry, Billie moved toward the for-profit space and used her
experience in marketing as a bridge between the two.

As Billie was letting go of her nonprofit industry knowledge, she experimented
with practice-based knowledge in the school environment. Billie brought her knowledge
of tariffs from her international work experience to school. A tariff is an economic
business concept and is defined as a tax on imports or exports between countries.
Imposing tariffs is one way that countries regulate foreign trade and protect domestic
manufacturers. In a final exam, Billie referenced her experience with global workers and

the negative impact of tariffs on these workers and their countries. She explained:

We wrote a paper around whether or not we agreed with Trump’s tariff plan,
which is an excellent prompt question, and you were sort of allowed to go
anywhere with it. And | talked about how tariffs might actually be a net positive
for American citizens but they were degrading the sense of Americans as global
leaders internationally. And [the paper] was arguing ethical issues around whether
or not it’s fair to sort of expect global workers to be producing exports for
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Americans and then simultaneously applying tariffs to those things. So it was like
one part ethics and leadership and one part economics.

Billie brought this work experience into her argument for the school-based artifact
and, in so doing, blended ideas from three academic disciplines: ethics, management, and
economics. Billie wrote this argumentative paper for a course titled Global Leadership
Explorations, an interdisciplinary course in which “students build global awareness.”

Billie also brought practice-based knowledge of crisis communication to the
classroom. In the Management Communication course textbook (Barrett, 2006),
communication is defined as “the transmission of meaning from one person to another or
to many people, whether verbally or nonverbally” (p. 3). Crisis communication,
therefore, involves transmitting this meaning during an unpredictable event or threatening
situation. Using artifacts and discourse, Billie led her small group through an exercise
that involved experimenting with a variety of public statements, written and delivered by
different students, during an international organizational crisis.

Dave let go of his deep practice-based knowledge from the defense industry. As
an example, Dave realized that how he communicated during his military career would

not serve him well in his desired future business career. Dave explained:

You walk into a [military] brief and everybody knows why you’re there. There’s
sort of certain norms on how the brief is going to go, how the flight’s going to go,
what you’re going to do, and it’s sort of very structured. And then here [at
school], it’s just been a different environment, different structure, different
people, different backgrounds. And that’s given me the ability to sort of adapt my
leadership to the different environment. And it’s prepared me I think for the real
world, where unless I’m going to stay in the Navy my whole life, which I’m not, |
need to be ready to kind of deal with different groups and different cultures.

Dave described how he adapted his style for business school, which was helping

him prepare for working outside of the military. Moving away from the military-style
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briefing, Dave took up a different style of discourse in his school-based marketing
presentation on the digital product that he and his team developed. The presentation
artifact was structured differently than his previous military-style briefs. This school-
based presentation experience helped prepare Dave for a presentation that he gave as part
of his internship in the entertainment industry.

As Dave was letting go of his defense industry experience, he experimented with
practice-based knowledge at school that related to his internship, where he was tasked
with developing a new product. During this internship, Dave was also enrolled in the
digital marketing elective and was given an exercise to create customer personas. A
customer persona is “a humanized view of your customer which allows you to create
testable ideas about how they’ll behave.” For this assignment, Dave tapped knowledge

that he gained in his internship:

And then another exercise was just coming up with different personas of your
customers. . .. So | created three or four different personas and you kind of walk
through and put yourself in their shoes and figure out what makes them tick and
kind of write it all down.

Using the artifact of the customer persona, Dave developed four experimental personas
for this product and presented them to his supervisor. Dave recalled that moment. “He
was very receptive. And | remember him being impressed.”

Zara let go of her deep practice-based knowledge of technology. In the paper, she
did not discuss her deep technical skills, such as agile development or programming.
Instead, she connected her MBA experience to her desired future career path. For the
final deliverable in her strategy course, she wrote a paper about how firms use connected

strategy, which she defined as the “business-side internet of things.” In the paper artifact,
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she experimented with a connected strategy using a framework that she learned in the

strategy course. She explained:

Even when | was doing that [strategy] paper, | had to analyze what [the]
enterprise software solution industry is, first of all. Who are my competitors?
Who are my complements? Who can be my substitutes? So | think these are
something very fundamental and basic, but at the same time it’s very important to
know about in industry, and especially an industry that you have been working on
for the past decade or so. I’ve never looked at the industry from that perspective,
and I think that’s what got me interested into the strategy first of all, and I think
I’ll take that line for a long, long time in my career.

The strategy paper piqued her interest in working in the strategy function of an
organization and “it also gave [her] a perspective on how [she] can use this in the future
in [her] career.”

Zara experimented with practice-based knowledge of effective teams at school. In
a management course, Zara learned that effective teams have a set of common enabling
conditions and one of these conditions is “a supportive context” (Hackman, 2002). An

artifact of the course defined this context:

It includes maintaining a reward system that reinforces good performance, an
information system that provides access to the data needed for the work, and an
educational system that offers training, and last but not least securing the material
resources required to do the job, such as funding and technological assistance.

In the related class discussion, Zara’s faculty member asked students to provide
examples of Hackman’s enabling conditions from their workplaces. Zara shared a story
in class about how she was working to create “a supportive context” for her team of
programmers. In particular, Zara turned a finger-pointing and blaming weekly meeting
into one that rewarded strong performance. She shared with her classmates that “I would

not say | have completely fixed the problem, but it’s a still a work in progress.” After that
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classroom discussion, Zara took the Hackman article from school back to work and
shared it with all of the members of her team.

Practice-based knowledge that moved from work to school in Identity Switching
is summarized in Table 4.4. Practice-based knowledge was spread across multiple
academic disciplines. Artifacts as objects that move from work to school were prevalent

in Identity Switching.

Table 4.4
Identity Switching: Content as Practice-Based Knowledge
Name of critical Academic Disciplinary Type of
Pseudonym incident discipline(s) state object(s)
Billie Tariff plan Economics, Ethics, Cross- Artifact
and Management  disciplinary
Billie Crisis communication ~ Communication Disciplinary Avrtifact +
discourse
Dave Communication style ~ Communication Disciplinary Avrtifact +
discourse
Dave Digital product Marketing Disciplinary Artifact +
management discourse
Zara Team effectiveness Management Disciplinary Artifact +
discourse
Zara Connected strategy Strategy Disciplinary Artifact

In addition to practice-based knowledge that moved from work to school, students
engaged in Identity Switching also picked up new business concepts from school and
brought them to work. When learning moved from school to work, these students
intentionally chose business concepts that were not related to the industry or function in
which they worked when they started their MBA programs. Billie worked in marketing
and chose the business concepts of batch processing from operations, currency
fluctuations from economics, and financial strategy from finance. Dave worked in

training and chose the business concept of marketing strategy from a marketing course.
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Zara worked in product management and chose the business concept of total leadership
from a leadership course. When students brought business concepts from school into the
workplace, they described it as a “test drive” and way for them to “try to implement” new
concepts. It seemed that these students were using business concepts from school to
experiment with a new identity at work. Business concepts that moved from school to
work in Identity Switching are summarized in Table 4.5. Discourse as an object that

moves from school to work was prevalent in Identity Switching.

Table 4.5
Identity Switching: Content as Business Concepts
Name of critical Academic Disciplinary Type of
Pseudonym incident discipline(s) state object(s)
Billie Batch processing Operations Disciplinary Artifact +
discourse
Billie Currency Economics Disciplinary Discourse
fluctuations
Billie Financial strategy Finance Disciplinary Discourse
Dave Marketing strategy ~ Marketing and Cross- Artifact +
Strategy disciplinary discourse
Zara Total leadership Management Disciplinary Artifact +
discourse

In Identity Switching, students made their MBA education relevant by experimenting

with practice-based knowledge from work and business concepts from school.

Process as Transforming Self

In Identity Switching, students transformed themselves at work using a four-step
process. In Step 1, students encountered an inquiry at school. In Step 2, students reflected
on relevant work experience. In Step 3, students generated possible answers to the
question posed in Step 1. In Step 4, students experimented at school and/or work. Each
step of the transforming-self process is detailed below for a representative critical
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incident that moved from work to school. Billie’s critical incident named “crisis
communication” was representative in that it illustrated all four steps of the process for
transforming self at work. It was also chosen because the student and two of her learning
partners were interviewed for this study, providing a broader perspective on the critical
incident. Student Billie reported this critical incident from her Management
Communications course. Learning partner Dave shared his perspective on this incident as
a fellow student and member of Billie’s small group. Learning partner and Professor
Meredith shared her perspective on this incident as the professor of the Management
Communication course in which Billie and her learning partner Dave were enrolled.
Inquiry at school. Prior to coming to class, students were asked to read two
documents and consider a key question about how leaders should communicate during
crisis. The first document was titled “Odwalla: The A Case.” In the A Case, the Odwalla
Corporation faced a crisis of communication. Odwalla company leaders learned that their
apple juice was tainted with Escherichia coli bacteria. E. coli bacteria is dangerous,
especially for young children, the elderly, and those with compromised immune systems.
In addition to reading the Odwalla A Case, Professor Meredith asked students to read a
chapter of the corporate communications textbook. The chapter defined a crisis, detailed
a process for managing communication in a crisis situation, and provided a number of
principles for communicating during times of crisis. Some of the principles that were
most relevant to the crisis facing Odwalla included admitting that the company made a
mistake, sending messages to stakeholders early and often, and explaining how things

would change in the future.
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Reflection on relevant work experience. When Billie entered the management
communication classroom to discuss the Odwalla case, she felt prepared. Not only had
she read the case and the chapter from the corporate communication textbook, but she
was ready to draw upon years of experience that she had in marketing and
communications for a nonprofit international organization. In her nonprofit work, Billie

gained knowledge of working with international stakeholders.

We’re dealing with kids and vulnerable populations. So and then also I’ve spent a
lot of time internationally in China, India, and developing countries where there’s
a lot of manufacturing. So some of those—just like what | had witnessed and
seen. I’ve spent a lot of time in sweatshops.

Billie had experience with communicating with children and their families in an
international setting and in crisis.

As the class began, Professor Meredith drew out facts from the students about the
Odwalla situation and the corporate communication principles. About 20 minutes into the
class, she set up the small group exercise, which comprised the second component of the
class. Students working in groups of three were asked to step into the role of case
protagonist—the head of corporate communications for Odwalla—and prepare and
deliver a public statement about the tainted juice.

Possible answers to the question. Following the professor’s instructions, Billie
met with Dave and another student in a learning team room. They took turns practicing
their prepared press statements on camera. As the students were moving around the table,
delivering their statements and hearing their peers’ feedback, there was a knock on the
door. Surprisingly, Professor Meredith opened the door and handed students the Odwalla
B Case. In the B case, the students learned additional pieces of information that were

intended to reshape their response and inform the second press conference. Professor

103



Meredith explained that “what they learn in the B case is that a little girl has died and
more people are sick, and that people in the company have been talking and they found
out that they have been cutting corners on the quality of the juice.” Billie, Dave, and
another student read the B case together. At the conclusion of that reading, the other
student looked to Billie and asked her for her opinion. She explained how that made her

feel.

I mean, it validates your skills really quickly when you’re in a room of smart,
smart people and a bunch of faces turn and look at you and say, “Okay. What do
we do?” There is a strong validation process that happens when that occurs where
you’re like, “Oh, this is one of my core differences. This is a strength of mine that
is unique.” And that process feels really good. It helps you, I think, double down
on what you’re good at and start to identify those things.

In that moment, Billie drew upon a specific work experience when she
communicated in an international setting. A major U.S. sports apparel manufacturer built
a factory in Cambodia and began hiring factory workers. Some workers had to leave their
villages and move to the city where the factory was located. In some instances, their
families did not relocate with them. Concerned about the separation of factory workers
from their families, Billie visited the Cambodian factories and talked to the workers. She
also visited the Cambodian villages and talked to the families who had been left behind.

Drawing upon this Cambodian experience and others like it, Billie offered a

possible solution for addressing the Odwalla crisis. She recalled:

So that was at least a time where | felt really confident that my work experience
had prepared me for that case. . . . Most people aren’t creating public
communication plans around tragedies. And I’ve done that several times. So | was
like, “Well, here’s what I’ve learned. And I haven’t always done it right, so.”

Billie recommended a series of steps that Odwalla should take, while fielding questions
from her learning partner Dave and the other student about those steps.
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Experimentation at school and/or work. Billie tested her proposed solution by
delivering the public statement on camera. Learning partner Dave noted that Billie
performed quite well in both creating the content for Odwalla’s public statement and

delivering the statement.

I remember Billie being very refined and kind of looking at the way she did it and
like, “Okay, that, that sounded like—I believe you.” I understand as, on behalf of
the company, you’re trying to fix the problem. You’re trying to relate to the
victims and let us know how you’re going to fix it. You’re giving us information
but you’re also letting us know that you’re here for us as the victims.

Dave recalled his delivery of the public statement that he drafted in response to
the A case. “I kind of got off script. I just started bumbling a little bit and saying things
that I didn’t mean to say.” By comparing his delivery to Billie’s, Dave learned “how
important it can be in those critical situations to prepare what you want to say and how
you want to say it.” This learning experience informed Dave on how he would think

about communicating during future crises that he may encounter in business.

You have to have a very detailed message that you want to get across and you
have to think about it ahead of time and figure out which words you’re going to
use. I mean, literally, which words are you going to say? Because if you say the
wrong one, even though you may have meant well, especially in this day and age,
that soundbite is all they need to just bury a company.

The small group completed their in-class assignment and returned to the larger classroom
for the third component of the Management Communication class about Odwalla.

In this final component of the class, Professor Meredith led students through an
Odwalla case debrief, where students volunteered to report both their experience in
delivering the first and second press statements and what they learned in the process of
doing so. During this debrief, Professor Meredith drew out key crisis communication
methods. She also shared what really happened—what Odwalla executives said and did
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in reaction to the A case when they learned that their apple juice was tainted with E. coli
bacteria and in reaction to the B case when they learned that a child had died from
drinking their juice.

Through this critical incident of crisis communication, Billie changed how she
saw herself. She explained how she looked at her past work experience in Cambodia

differently.

And | didn’t realize how unique of a global experience that was until it’s like
you’re in a classroom of people who have traveled a lot, but they haven’t traveled
there. They haven’t seen that. And they haven’t heard from people who are sort of
living that reality.

Through this learning experience at school and others like it, Billie also changed
how she was viewed by coworkers. She recounted a particular time when she spoke up at
a work meeting and she “could just almost feel heads like look up and be like, ‘“Thank
goodness you have the solutions to this.”” Therefore, the process of transforming self
involved changing how students saw themselves, as well as changing how students were
seen by others in the workplace.

Process enablers. Across Billie’s representative critical incident and the
remaining critical incidents that moved from work to school in Identity Switching, three
factors seemed to contribute to the transforming-self process. The first factor was the
student’s perception of a confluence between school and work objectives in the crisis

communication critical incident. Billie described this confluence:

I work in a company where ethical issues are really important. . . . So I think those
concepts, if it was appropriate, 1’d talk about that [work] experience [at school].
And | do a lot with crisis communication [at work]. And so we had many cases [at
school] where it was sort of talking about like well what do you do to different
stakeholders. How do you communicate? | think those are the experiences that |
most often brought to the classroom.
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The second factor was the student’s ability to translate and communicate
content. Learning partner Dave described Billie’s ability to translate and communicate

content:

I do remember [Billie] being a vocal leader in that group experience. I didn’t
personally have any experience in the crisis communications, really. | mean as a
Navy guy, it wasn’t something | had to really deal with. And so | do remember
her bringing that to the table—her [work] experiences.

The third factor was a receptive school culture. Learning partner and Professor
Meredith spoke to a school culture that was receptive when she described one of the

many ways that learning occurs at school.

So [learning is] a creative process, and then, if [students] take the time to share
ideas like they did in Billie’s group where it sounded like they came up with a
synthesis of these different ideas, then they’re learning from the examples of
others.

These three factors contributed to the process of transforming self across multiple critical

incidents in Identity Switching.

Outcome of Changing Where | Work

Through Identity Switching, students changed where they worked. Billie and
Dave made this change while they were enrolled in their MBA programs. Billie switched
from a nonprofit organization to a for-profit technology organization. She remained in the
function of marketing. She switched from the title of director of global marketing to
director of growth marketing. Similarly, Dave switched from the military to the
entertainment industry. He switched from the function of training to the function of

marketing and from the title of pilot to the title of intern. Zara hoped to make a career
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switch shortly after graduation. She planned to simultaneously change companies, change

functions, and change titles. She explained:

I think I want to be in the strategy side in the long run. That’s my long-term goal.
I’m going to major in strategy, as well. And so I don’t know if | can elaborate
more on that, but I think that’s where | see more potential. If I go to [a different
company] in [the] future, potentially if I’m able to get into the strategy division of
[that company], I’ll be able to use these learnings to set the corporate strategy for
[that company] in the future.

Table 4.6 depicts the industry, function, and title at the start of the MBA program

and at the time of the research interview for students who made their education relevant

through Identity Switching.

Table 4.6
Identity Switching: Starting and New Industry, Function, and Title at Work
Pseudonym Variable Start of MBA program Time of research interview
Billie Industry  Nonprofit Technology
Function Marketing Marketing
Title Director of global marketing  Director of growth marketing
Dave Industry  Defense Entertainment
Function  Training Marketing
Title Pilot Intern
Zara Industry  Technology Technology
Function  Product management Product management, corporate
strategy™
Title Product owner Product owner, strategy manager**

Note: *Target function; **Target title.

Summary of Identity Switching

In Identity Switching, students brought content across the boundary that separates

school and work with content moving in both directions. Students engaged in Identity

Switching experimented with practice-based knowledge from work and business

concepts from school. The content took the form of artifacts and discourses. The process
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of Identity Switching involved transforming self at work in four steps: (1) students
encountered an inquiry at school, (2) students reflected on relevant work experience,

(3) students generated possible answers to the question posed in Step 1, and (4) students
experimented at school and/or work. These students changed how they saw themselves
and how others saw them. The outcome pattern was a change in where the student
worked. In this study, Billie, Dave, and Zara were typed as students who made their

education relevant through Identity Switching.

Introspective Exploring

Introspective Exploring was the third way that participants in this study made
their MBA education relevant as they crossed the boundary between school and work. In
Introspective Exploring, students made their MBA education relevant by successfully
bringing practice-based knowledge to school and introducing business concepts at work
in ways that informed their career goals. More specifically, students in Introspective
Exploring were able to apply business concepts from school in their daily work and
routines, but were unable to influence others in their employing organizations to adopt
business concepts; one student didn’t even try. Two students as management consultants
integrated business concepts into their client organizations. Figure 4.6 depicts
Introspective Exploring as one of four types of relevance-making and shows how
students favored a trajectory that moved from work to school as they became more

informed about themselves, especially in the work context.
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Figure 4.6. How students make MBA education relevant in Introspective Exploring.

In this study, Max, Michael, and Richard made their education relevant through

Introspective Exploring.

Profiles

Max. Max was earning an executive MBA degree from a top-tier business school.
As a member of a 56-person cohort, Max attended classes every other weekend on his

business school campus. Max commented on the relevance of his MBA education:

If the professor can’t help me understand why it’s important to me, why it’s
relevant, and I can’t figure that out for myself, then | walk away feeling like,
“What’s the point of that?” . . . And if | can’t figure that out, then I’m not going to
say it or I’m not going to introduce it [at work]. I’m not going to talk about it [at
work]. . . . And that’s been my biggest frustration with this program. That | not
only have to deal with the frustration of knowing that | am retaining 10% of
everything that they’re giving me, but I have to deal with the frustration of what
of the 90% that 1I’m forgetting is going to come back and bite me in the ass
because it’s relevant to me, but it just didn’t stand out as being relevant.

Max experienced frustration with making his MBA education relevant—not

knowing what part of the education was relevant or why it was relevant. At the time of
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the semi-structured interview, Max had completed 13 months of a 22-month executive
MBA degree program. He had finished all of the core courses, plus a few electives,
including a particularly impactful elective on leading organizational change.

At work, Max was a management consultant to the government. Max described

his role and set of client responsibilities:

I’m a behavioral consultant. What I do is | help my client apply behavioral
science concepts into the everyday work that they do. It’s as raw as it sounds.
With my client in particular, the behavioral science concepts | focus on involve
everything from rapport building, motivation, executive coaching, leadership,
communication, decision-making, problem-solving, all of that. It’s all based on
applying the behavioral science behind those topics.

Prior to working as a consultant, Max was an agent for the U.S. government’s
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). Max faced multiple challenges when he tried to
introduce business concepts from school to the government employer. He described a
translation challenge in which some members of his organization rejected business terms
like “customer” and “marketing.” He also described a “caste system” in which he placed
himself in the lowest caste as a contractor to the government. Finally, he described a
short-term focus when he stated, “I don’t know that I’ll be in government long enough to
see actual change happen as a result of the stuff that I’m doing here in school.” Despite
facing these challenges at work, Max successfully brought business concepts from school
to his consulting client.

Michael. Michael was earning an MBA through an executive degree format. At
the time of the semi-structured interview, Michael was nearing the end of his degree
program, having completed 21 months of study and 64.5 credits of coursework, despite
being enrolled in a 60-credit degree program. Intentionally overloading his course

schedule, Michael described himself as a “lifelong learner,” trying to squeeze every
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ounce of knowledge from his MBA program. With a diverse set of 59 students in his
cohort, Michael traveled to school once a month for 3 days of classes. Michael spoke

about the relevance of his MBA degree during the semi-structured interview:

Again, | came at this [MBA education] wanting to understand more about
business and, especially, on the finance side of things and on the accounting side
of things, I really did. And I got that. | got a good foundation in that [at school].
But with the past 2 years, | learned that that’s great. But if you can’t make it
relevant, it does not matter.

Michael’s comment reflected the fact that he introduced only one business concept from
school into his work environment and the business concept that Michael introduced was
rejected by his organization.

Michael worked in the transportation industry and served on the board of a local

trade association. He viewed his role on the board as a balancing act.

You have to balance what those needs of the business are, you have to understand
those needs of the business, and with what the members want. But you have to be
able to work together because on the board, that’s where we try to work through
every issue that comes up and reach a consensus because if we don’t, it’s just we
feel we’re not really doing a service to the membership.

Michael’s board engaged in a consensus-driven decision-making process. When
introducing business concepts from school into the workplace, Michael experienced

frustration.

If you try to bring any new thoughts or if you try to develop or bring either a
specific idea that you learned from school or if you just try to bring that type of
approach at work, you have to be careful because you might—again, you’ll reach
a lot of opposition because leadership is doing things their way and they may not
always be open to that. So that was pretty frustrating.

He encountered “close-minded thinking” with some members of the board who
argued, “This is how we’ve been doing it for 20 years and this is how we should do it

going forward.”
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Richard. Richard was pursuing an online MBA degree from a top-tier business
school. Even though students did not move through the online program in a cohort,
Richard felt that he knew more than half of the participants in each of his online classes.
The online MBA program did not have a fixed end date, but Richard estimated that he
was 17 months into what he expected to be a 26-month degree program. At the time of
the semi-structured interview, Richard had completed the core set of 10 MBA courses, as
well as several electives. Richard was deeply engaged in his MBA studies, but struggled

with how to best apply his new business knowledge at work.

So school and an MBA program is focused on the commercial world. You’re
doing case studies on large businesses and small businesses, but you’re doing case
studies on people that are really implementing business strategy and | don’t
necessarily get to see that as much in my day-to-day work.

In particular, he lamented about how much he enjoyed his finance coursework
and how his job did not provide a platform for him to apply his new finance knowledge
from school in the workplace.

At work, Richard was a contractor to the U.S. government and a management
consultant to the federal intelligence community on matters related to human capital.

Richard described his consulting work:

So federal government contracting. That is a form of management consulting that
we’re on a client site and we have clients that are government people, usually like
a GS-15 level person who comes to us with projects they need done in the human
capital space. They might want to do workforce planning piece, they want to do
competency modeling or competency analysis. And so we’re kind of an internal
shop, a government organization that then pushes us out to other government
parts.

Within his firm, Richard held the title of senior vice president; as a member of a

four-person leadership team, he co-led his organization. Together, the leadership team set
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the strategy, sold engagements, and managed client relationships, as well as developing
technical solutions to human capital problems. However, Richard expressed frustration
that some members of his leadership team did not “value the [MBA] program,” and as a
result, Richard did not introduce relevant business concepts from school to his employer.
However, Richard brought relevant business concepts from school to his consulting

clients.

Content as Practice-Based Knowledge and Business Concepts

In Introspective Exploring, students successfully brought practice-based knowledge
from work into the school environment. Drawing upon years of prior work experience,
Max brought knowledge that he gained about human behavior as a former FBI agent into
the classroom. Michael brought knowledge of culture change as a leader in his
organization to his classmates. Michael also brought knowledge of market innovation as a
board co-chair at work into classroom discussions. Richard brought knowledge of product
pitching from his experience selling engagements to government clients to an online
classroom. The content of each of these critical incidents is discussed below.

Max brought knowledge that he gained about human behavior as a former FBI

agent into the classroom. Max described how he learned as an agent:

I sort of had to teach myself the behavioral science aspect of the work. As |
started to learn, | started to realize there’s a lot of good information out there that
wasn’t being imparted on the workforce and | kind of made it my mission that |
would share that knowledge with as many people that’s willing to listen.

Using the knowledge that he gained from his work at the FBI, Max studied the
behavior of a guest lecturer at school who had committed fraud in a high-profile case. In

the Ethical Leadership course that hosted the guest lecturer, students learned about legal
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and ethical decision-making and its implications on business and in business. In the
critical incident named “leader behavior,” one of Max’s classmates asked him for his
expert opinion on the guest lecturer’s behavior and Max responded, “The biggest
takeaway, | think, for all of you is that this is about the closest you’ll come to a high-
functioning psychopath.” Max regretted that his classmates saw him as an FBI profiler
because he did not hold that position when he worked for the FBI.

Michael, the second participant engaged in Introspective Exploring, brought his
work experience with leading a culture change to the classroom. In particular, Michael

shared the approach that he took.

You have to have the 30,000-foot view of what needs to happen and what’s going
wrong and what needs to happen to fix that. But then you have to come down to
every level in between and be able to identify and illustrate and communicate
those changes. But then you also have to follow it up and you have to be—you
have to be—you have to be the driving force, but you also have to be the coach or
the gatherer too. So you’re leading and you’re gathering all at the same time.

The course in which Michael shared this experience, at his professor’s request,
was named Leading Organizations, which is a management course. When Michael told
the class about his experience, several classmates followed up with specific questions
about what Michael did and how he did it.

In a marketing course at school, Michael brought his work experience with
leading innovation to the classroom. At work, Michael led his organization through a
major product innovation. In doing so, Michael enlisted the support of “the whole
ecosystem,” including marketers, salespeople, engineers, operators, service providers,
and more. When Michael’s marketing professor asked the class what it takes to innovate
an industry, Michael told the story of his innovation experience and several of his

classmates engaged in an active debate about the necessary ingredients for marketing
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innovation. Michael reflected on the learning, saying, “I think that was the lesson. That
was the concept: with most things you’re going to need a team. You’re going to need a
team, and that takes leadership to do that.”

The third study participant engaged in Introspective Exploring, Richard, brought
practice-based knowledge about writing a pitch deck and pitching his work product to
school. A pitch deck is a presentation that companies, especially young companies, use to
sell their ideas to a variety of audiences, including potential investors, customers,
suppliers, and business partners. Pitch deck is a business concept that Richard learned by
integrating course content from two courses: Business Communications, a required
course that teaches oral and written communication skills, including how to develop and
deliver effective business presentations, and the Introduction to Entrepreneurship course,
an elective that supports students in launching and growing a venture. In the critical

incident named “pitch deck 1,” Richard recalled:

I actually did a pitch for one of our projects, one of our actual Al [artificial
intelligence] products, and tested out the pitch on the class. Which everybody else
would have to make one up, | was like, “Yeah, we actually would like to sell
something.”

But, Richard did not share the pitch deck or what he learned from pitching in class with
his leadership team at work. He reasoned, “l don’t need to argue about this [at work].”

Practice-based knowledge that moved from work to school in Introspective
Exploring is summarized in Table 4.7. The single academic discipline of management, as
well as discourse as objects that moved across the boundary, were prevalent in this

direction for Introspective Exploring.
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Table 4.7
Introspective Exploring: Content as Practice-Based Knowledge

Name of critical Academic Disciplinary Type of
Pseudonym incident discipline(s) state object(s)
Max Leader behavior Management Disciplinary Discourse
Michael Culture change Management Disciplinary Discourse
Michael Leading innovation Marketing and Multi- Discourse
Management disciplinary
Richard Pitch deck 1 Entrepreneurship Cross- Acrtifact +
and Communication disciplinary discourse

In contrast, students engaged in Introspective Exploring tried but failed to take
some business concepts from school and fully integrate them at work. Max introduced the
business concept of a marketing plan to his employer, and it was rejected by his manager.
However, Max successfully introduced and integrated the business concept of team
formation with his government clients. At the time of the research interview, Max had
plans to introduce employee voice concepts at work. Michael introduced the business
concept of financial ratios at work, and it was rejected by his board members. Richard
decided not to introduce school-generated pitch deck concepts to his management team at
work, but successfully introduced and integrated business concepts of business writing
and financial modeling with his government clients. The content for each of these critical
incidents is discussed below.

Max brought the business concept of a marketing plan from school to work. At
school, students learn how to market products and services. In developing marketing
plans, students define a target audience, medium or media, and key messages. Marketing
planning was a business concept that Max encountered in the marketing course. The
course focused on the firm’s competitive advantage and the marketing strategies required

to obtain and retain that advantage. In the critical incident named “marketing plan,” Max
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developed two marketing plans for training programs at work, using the business

concepts that he learned at school. Max explained:

So part of what 1 do when | build the program is when the program is developed,
and it’s done, and it’s ready to go live, | build a marketing plan to go with it. And
so | built this comprehensive product that talks about all the messaging vehicles
within the organization that we can use to get the word out that this program
exists. This is what it does, what it can do for you, all this stuff.

Max brought an artifact and related discourse about marketing plans from school to work,
developing marketing plans that were rejected by his manager.

In contrast, Max successfully brought team formation concepts from school to his
client organization as a behavioral consultant to the federal government. Inside of the
management discipline and, in particular, the Leading Organizational Change elective,
Max was exposed to John Kotter’s eight-step change leadership model. The second step
of Kotter’s model is to build a guiding coalition. This guiding coalition is the team of

change agents leading transformational efforts in an organization. Max recalled:

And so | am listening to this [client] executive who is talking about his plan for
organizational change. And | was able to share with him some of the experiences
that we had in our own organization. And | was able to link it to the research
which | couldn’t have done prior to this class. And by the time all was said and
done, the look on the executive’s face was—it was like he had been hit by a truck.

In the conversation with Max, the client executive realized that he had not built
his own version of Kotter’s guiding coalition. After hearing Max’s explanation of team
formation, the executive committed to “going back to the drawing board” to rethink the
team composition for leading an important organizational change. In the critical incident
named “team formation,” Max brought the Kotter artifact and related discourse from

school to his client organization.
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In another critical incident, Max brought the business concept of employee voice
from school to work, but he did so in a clandestine way. Employee voice is workers’
participation in and influence over management and organizational decision-making.
Employee voice is a business concept that Max learned in his required Organizational
Behavior course. Students enrolled in this management course analyze human behavior in
organizations. In learning about employee voice at school, Max realized that his

colleagues at work had lost their voice. He explained:

I was losing sight of the fact that | had been developing most of the programs that
our unit delivers. So I build it, | designed it and my coworkers deliver it. . . . But |
realized that by virtue of the way in which I was building these programs that I
was omitting their voice. And because their voice was not included in the
development, there was less ownership and there was less sense of pride in the
course, or in the program, and so I’m currently dealing with that now.

In making this realization, Max committed to “try and reintroduce sort of their

voice in all of this.” Max planned to be thoughtful in how he made this reintroduction.

So I never say to anyone “I learned this in school.” I avoid that at all cost. . . . It’s
introducing these ideas [at work] in such a way that they don’t know that I’m
really introducing anything new. And if | can get it to be their own idea at the
same time, then that’s what 1’1l do.

In this critical incident, Max planned to introduce the business concept of employee voice
at work without anyone knowing that he learned this concept in business school.

Michael introduced financial ratios—a business concept that he learned at
school—to his board members at work. Financial ratios are measures of financial
performance that, when used properly, improve decision-making. Examples of financial
ratios are return on assets or return on investment. Financial ratios were business
concepts that Michael learned in his Accounting for Managers course. This course
presents both financial and managerial accounting concepts that help students understand
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firm financial performance. In the critical incident named “financial ratios,” Michael
engaged in discourse with the association’s auditors and accountants, asking, “Have you
guys done any performance metrics, ratios before?” This question began a dialogue about
the value of financial ratios in measuring firm performance, a concept that the rest of the
board rejected in that particular board meeting.

Richard successfully brought business writing and financial modeling concepts
from school to his client organization. In the Business Communications course, Richard
learned that effective business communications have a high “skim factor,” using
formatting and structural elements to improve reader review and retention of key

messages. Richard described a key management memo that he crafted at work.

So that if someone were reading this—a senior executive—they could read the
first sentence, get that last preview line to see if it was even worth reading more,
and then if they had to and they just got the three bolded lines, they would’ve
gotten the message out of that particular workforce communication.

In the critical incident named “business writing,” Richard brought artifacts,
discourse, and procedures from school to his client organization.

Richard also learned financial modeling concepts in his required Analytical Tools
for Decision-Making course. A course grounded in statistics, financial modeling involved
developing complex spreadsheets in Microsoft Excel that supported management

decision-making. Richard explained:

So how do you construct something that’s able to capture the different labor
categories we have and the different price points that those labor categories fall in
and how many hours different people have worked, and what are the roll-ups, and
what are the forecast till they simply become reusable templates.

The course taught statistical and data analysis techniques and used them to make
business decisions. In the critical incident named “financial modeling,” Richard
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developed a financial model and brought that model, an artifact, to his clients and their
decision-making processes.

In Introspective Exploring, students favored a trajectory that moved from work to
school. These students encountered resistance from their employers when they brought
business concepts from school to work. As such, many of these business concepts were
not fully integrated into the students’ teams or departments. In some cases, students
adopted these concepts at the individual level. In all cases, students became frustrated
with the situation—which is why students tended to favor movement from work to
school. Business concepts that moved from school to work in Introspective Exploring are
summarized in Table 4.8. The single academic discipline of management, as well as
discourse as objects that moved across the boundary, were prevalent in school-to-work

movement for Introspective Exploring.

Table 4.8
Introspective Exploring: Content as Business Concepts
Name of critical Academic Disciplinary
Pseudonym incident discipline(s) state Type of object(s)
Max Marketing plan* Marketing Disciplinary  Artifact + discourse
Max Team formation** Management Disciplinary  Artifact + discourse
Max Employee voice***  Management Disciplinary Discourse
Michael Financial ratios* Accounting and Multi- Discourse
Finance disciplinary
Richard Business writing** Communication Disciplinary  Artifact + discourse
+ procedures
Richard Financial modeling**  Statistics Disciplinary  Artifact

Note: *Business concept was rejected by employer. **Business concept was accepted by client
organization. ***Business concept had not yet been integrated.
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Process as Informing Self

In Introspective Exploring, students informed their own perceptions of themselves
at work using a three-step process. In Step 1, students encountered an inquiry at school.
In Step 2, students reflected on relevant work experience. In Step 3, students generated
possible answers to the question posed in Step 1. Each step of the process is detailed
below for a representative critical incident that moved from work to school. Max’s
critical incident named “leader behavior” was representative in that it illustrated all three
steps of the process for informing self at work.

Inquiry at school. In the Ethical Leadership course, Max and his classmates
watched and listened as the guest lecturer shared his story. This particular guest lecturer
was a convicted felon who committed a white-collar crime and was prosecuted by the
FBI, Max’s former employer. At the conclusion of the story, the professor dismissed the
felon and facilitated an open discussion among the students. The discussion covered what
the felon did, how it was wrong, and who was harmed in the process. During this part of
the conversation, Max sat silently and listened intently to what he described as “a lot of
bantering back and forth between the class.” Then the conversation turned to a different
question: Was the felon a psychopath? A vigorous debate among the students ensued. In
the midst of the debate, one of Max’s classmates turned to him and stated, “I kind of want
to know what Max thinks about this because you do that profiling stuff.” The process of
informing self began with an inquiry at school.

Reflection on relevant work experience. The general class discussion and the

student’s question prompted Max to reflect upon his time working for the FBI. Max was
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reminded that he served as a special agent, but not as a “profiler.” He was also reminded

that people hold myths about the FBI. He explained:

And so | do a lot of myth busting with my class so that they understand that [the
FBI is] not what they see. That it is a very different world than what they see on
TV....People will, it’s almost like they will wait on bated breath to hear what
I’m going to say. And it’s incredibly uncomfortable.

Max was frustrated that this classmate in particular and other people more generally tend
to “Hollywood-ize” the work that is done by the FBI. Max also was reminded that he is
not a psychologist and is “in no way qualified to diagnose anyone.” Furthermore, Max
reflected on what he saw and heard during the guest lecture and thought carefully about
his response to the question before he offered it. The process of informing self continued
with a reflection on relevant work experience.

Possible answers to the question. As a third step of the informing-self process,
Max offered a possible answer to the question of psychopathy discussed among the

students.

I cannot tell you for certain that he is a high-functioning psychopath, but my
observations—there are a number of observations that would fall under an
umbrella of psychopathy. And so | believe that he has some characteristics of a
high-functioning psychopath. Doesn’t mean that he is, but he could be.

Max was careful to qualify his response to the question. Then, he encouraged
fellow students to think about the people with whom they work, screening for nonethical
leadership and likeable personalities as possible indicators of psychopathy. The process
of informing self concluded with possible answers to the question.

In the critical incident named “leader behavior,” we can see how the process of
exploring possible answers to the question contributed to Max’s process of informing self
because it revealed how Max thought about himself. More specifically, it reminded him
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that “I know I’m not a psychologist. | know | don’t have an advanced degree in
psychology and that has to mean something.” In this incident, Max was also acutely
aware that he did not serve as a profiler in the FBI. Furthermore, Max recognized that he
was good at making observations of people, both at work and at school. He wondered
how he could transfer those observational skills from the government to the business
world in a meaningful way.

Process enablers. Across Max’s representative critical incident and the remaining
critical incidents that moved from work to school in Introspective Exploring, three factors
seemed to contribute to the informing-self process. The first factor was the student’s
perception of a confluence between school and work objectives in the leader behavior
critical incident. Max recalled this confluence in the Ethical Leadership course and more

broadly in the MBA program.

My classmates know that | work for the FBI, and so there are quite a few times
where in class discussion something will come up and, | did not expect this in
business school, but they will want to know what | think as someone with 16
years in the FBI.

The second factor was the student’s ability to translate and communicate content.

Max described the consultative role that he played with his classmates at school.

Being a sounding board for them, which is good on one hand because it lets me
know that what I’m doing is working outside of government setting because most
of my classmates are not the government. And so these are executives who also
value what | bring to the table and so that’s been very, very helpful for me, that
experience. That translates really well.

The third factor was a receptive school culture. Max did not seem to have a
receptive culture inside of his employing organization, but he enjoyed the receptivity of

his faculty and classmates at school. As evidence, Max’s faculty member for the Ethical
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Leadership course invited Max to return to class in the following academic year to “add
your same perspective that you added the last time.” These three factors contributed to
the informing-self process.

When learning moved in the opposite direction from school to work, Max and
Michael failed in some of their attempts to transform work practice—especially those
where they attempted to bring business concepts into their employing organizations. In the
critical incident named “marketing plan,” Max introduced a business concept to his
manager who immediately rejected the idea. Similarly, in the critical incident named
“financial ratios,” Michael introduced a set of financial ratios to his board who rejected the
idea of employing these measures to improve decision-making. Richard took a different
approach for learning that moved from school to work—deciding not to introduce, much
less integrate, business concepts from school to his co-owners at work. He did, however,

introduce and integrate business concepts from school at his client organization.

Outcome of Clarifying Career Goals

In Introspective Exploring, students clarified career goals. Max knew that he
wanted to leave the government and leave his role of government consultant when he

entered the MBA program.

My entire career has been with the government, but | realize now that because of
the environment of contracting for the government, it is not a viable option for me
going forward, not likely a viable option. And so what do | do when this [MBA
program] is over?

Max believed that an MBA program would help him uncover the appropriate

career path.
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I needed to find something that was going to help me chart the next path in my
life. And I didn’t know what | wanted to do and I’m still not sure that | know
exactly what | want to do. But I realize[d] that | needed to study something that
was going to help me make a better decision. And since I’m talking about what
comes next professionally, [a] business degree made sense.

As Max moved through the MBA program, he gained clarity about his career
goals and began to notice similarities between the public and private sectors. In fact, he
noticed that “this work that 1’ve been doing [in the public sector], there’s a private side
equivalent of it.” And he began to investigate switching to the private sector and the
multiple ways that his government experience could translate. Executive coaching and
facilitation in the private sector were options that Max was considering at the time of the
research interview.

Michael explored his career goals while he was enrolled in the MBA program.
Michael’s career exploration was spurred by the frustration he felt when he tried to
introduce the business concept of financial ratios at work, but was unable to integrate
financial ratios into business practices. This frustration caused Michael to “explore

deeply” by asking several questions.

Trying to implement those [business concepts] into work is frustrating to the point
where you—in all honesty, I have said, “Am | going to stay where | am [at work]?
Am | going to? Is that where | want to be [professionally]? Do I really want to be
in those leadership positions there [at work]?”

In an attempt to answer these questions, Michael talked with several of his faculty
members. These conversations made him look inside himself to see that he was “feeling
stuck” at work. Michael had explored entrepreneurial opportunities at the time of the

research interview.
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Feeling “stuck” in a government job, Richard decided that he wanted to leave his

current employer while he was enrolled in the MBA program.

I’m highly interested in looking to leave my current place, both the domain type
work and the small business that I’m with. And the MBA has been part of that.
It’s been part of that in showing me—wow, | want to do so many other things.

Richard admitted that “now I spend a lot of my time trying to figure out how can |
use the MBA to do something different.” Unlike Max, Richard did not find similarities
between work and school. He lamented, “I don’t think there’s a whole lot in common
[between work and school]. The human capital domain and the federal government
contracting domain [are] separate, but looking at those two together, neither one demands
that true business acumen.” He explored a number of career possibilities by calling “a lot
of people that had small businesses of all different types and flavors. Even franchising.
Anything. Just to say, ‘Wow! How did you make that decision? How did you go down
this path?’” At the time of the research interview, Richard had investigated acquiring a
business through an acquisition search firm. Richard had also investigated switching to a
different company, interviewing with that company and earning a job offer that he did not
accept. Table 4.9 depicts the title at the start of the MBA program and an exploratory title
or titles at the time of the research interview for students who made their education

relevant through Introspective Exploring.

Table 4.9
Introspective Exploring: Starting and Exploratory Titles at Work

Pseudonym Title at start of MBA program Exploratory title at time of research interview

Max Consultant Executive coach, facilitator
Michael Board co-chair Founder
Richard Senior vice president Small business owner
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Summary of Introspective Exploring

In Introspective Exploring, students moved content across the boundary that
separates school and work in both directions—from school to work and from work to
school. Students who made their education relevant through Introspective Exploring drew
upon years of prior work experience to bring relevant practice-based knowledge to
business school. However, these same students experienced frustration when they were
unable to broadly integrate some business concepts from school into their employing
organizations. The content came in multiple forms—artifacts, discourses, and procedures.
The process of Introspective Exploring involved informing self at work in three steps:

(1) students encountered an inquiry at school, (2) students reflected on relevant work
experience, and (3) students generated possible answers to the question posed in Step 1.
The outcome pattern was clarity of career goals, including possibly switching or founding
a company. In this study, Max, Michael, and Richard made their education relevant

through Introspective Exploring.

Fast Founding

Fast Founding was the fourth and final way that one participant in this study made
his MBA education relevant as he crossed the boundary between school and work. In
Fast Founding, a student made his MBA education relevant with intentional and
immediate introductions of blended business concepts from school that informed practice
at work in ways that would sustain the business venture. Figure 4.7 depicts Fast Founding
as one of four types of relevance-making and shows how an entrepreneurial student
favored a trajectory that moved from school to work as he became more informed about

work practice.
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Figure 4.7. How students make MBA education relevant in Fast Founding.

One student in this study, Steve, made his education relevant through Fast

Founding.

Profile

Steve. Steve was earning an executive MBA degree from a top-tier business
school. At the time of the semi-structured interview, Steve had completed 17 months of a
24-month MBA degree program and had finished the core set of MBA courses, as well as
a few electives including an independent study focused on entrepreneurship. Looking
back at his learning in the program thus far, Steve expressed disappointment in the
relevance of graduate management education when he stated, “I’m not using most of
what we’ve learned [from school]. I’m just using the very basic understanding of
business [at work].” He went further to quantify the split, with only 10% of school-based

learning having been applied in his work.
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At work, Steve was the co-founder and self-reported “jack of all trades” for an

educational technology start-up. Steve described the nature of the business:

The start-up is focused on working with students that drop out of college, 4-year
universities in particular, the segment, and helping them get back on track. So a
platform that provides them information and then ultimately matches them up to
career pathways that will get them back on track with their peers who stayed in
college. [Getting them back on track and] into the workforce, but in way that
gives them credit for what they’ve achieved and who they are and not just treating
them as equivalents to high school graduates.

Steve’s educational technology platform was designed to match employers who
need skilled laborers to potential employees who need paid work. The platform itself was
merely a product concept, for which a technical prototype did not yet exist. It was under
these constraints that Steve described his immediate need for relevant business concepts
from school that he could import into the work environment when he said he was focused
“on grabbing kind of those tidbits of knowledge that are useful [from school] and putting

them to use [at work] right away.”

Content as Business Concepts

The student who made his education relevant through Fast Founding blended
business concepts together in unique ways. In the first critical incident named “pooling
and mass customization,” Steve brought two business concepts that he learned in an
operations course at school to his co-founder and learning partner Nunzi at work. Steve
brought these business concepts together in a way that informed the venture’s value
proposition—pooling human resources in order to meet employers’ needs for mass
customization of the workforce. The business concept of pooling is defined as serving

more than one market with a shared set of inventory. When defining the business concept
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of pooling, learning partner Nunzi argued that “the working definition, quite literally, is
that by pooling both the supply and the demand, it raises the probability of say a
connection.” Learning partner Nunzi elaborated on pooling by providing an example of

its application:

If say, on the one hand, a dozen students spread across several sort of physical
locations are aware that there are a collection of employers that have the need for
say a particular set of skills, that they would be more inclined to take steps to
acquire those skills if they had the comfort that it’s not just one job, but there are
several employers who will continue to have those needs over time.

The related business concept that moved from school to work is mass
customization. Steve described mass customization as the mass production of products
and/or services that are tailored to each customer. Steve described the Timbuk2 bicycle

messenger bag product and its customization possibilities.

So they make shoulder bags, like carrying briefcase style but outdoorsy kinds of
things, but they have infinite customization possibilities. . . . You can choose your
panel size, you can choose the colors, logos, buckles, zippers, all that kind of
stuff.

Steve learned about the mass customization concept at school when discussing the
artifact of the Timbuk2 case. The operations course focused on aligning demand and
supply for goods and services in order to increase productivity and the quality of the
manufacturing or service operation. In this critical incident, Steve drew upon one
academic discipline—operations—and blended two distinct concepts within that
discipline. This state was called disciplinary.

In the second critical incident, Steve blended the business concepts of market
segmentation and beachhead markets as he brought them into the work environment.

Market segmentation is the process of dividing the target market into smaller groups that
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will respond to particular products, pricing strategies, promotional campaigns, and
distribution channels. Beachhead markets are segments of the target market that are ideal
for introducing new products or services. Steve explained how he applied these business

concepts to his venture:

So the beachhead would be within your market segment. For example, market
segment for us is dropouts from 4-year schools. The beachhead that we’re looking
at are from those schools in rural New Hampshire because they have a higher rate
and because their job markets—New Hampshire has a great job market, but in
those particular areas, they’re struggling. So it’s just dialing it in a little bit more.

Steve learned these business concepts in two separate courses. He learned market
segmentation in a marketing management course designed to support managers in
making decisions about the product, price, place, and promotion in the marketing mix. He
learned beachhead markets in an entrepreneurial ventures elective. This entrepreneurial
elective is designed to support founders who have a business idea or concept in profitably
launching a business. Steve brought individual artifacts from two courses and blended
them. Steve explained, “The one [business concept] that we’re using the most [at work] is
this idea of segmentation and then beachhead markets. And that’s a mix of marketing and
entrepreneurship.” The state of blending business concepts from two academic
disciplines is called multidisciplinary. Then, Steve used these blended business concepts
to inform how he was approaching the market.

In the third critical incident, Steve blended the business concepts of reverse
balance sheet and the time value of money as he brought them into the work
environment. A business concept from the entrepreneurial ventures elective described
above, a reverse balance sheet is a tool that businesses use to estimate profit and analyze

its associated assumptions. The time value of money implies that funds available today

132



with earning potential are worth more than funds available in the future. The time value
of money is a business concept that Steve learned in his corporate finance course, a
course in which net present value was taught. Steve drew from two separate academic
disciplines—entrepreneurship and finance—and used them simultaneously. This state is
called multidisciplinary. The artifact of the reverse balance sheet, coupled with the
procedure for computing net present value, informed how Steve and Nunzi talked about
the potential profitability of their product.

In the fourth and final critical incident, Steve blended business concepts from
entrepreneurship and communication courses into a pitch deck for his venture. A pitch
deck is a presentation that companies, especially young companies, use to sell their ideas
to a variety of audiences, including potential investors, customers, suppliers, and business
partners. In the Management Communication course, students develop and practice
effective oral and written business communication skills. These skills and a related pitch
deck assignment in an entrepreneurship class provided the background for the critical
incident named “pitch deck 2.” In this critical incident, Steve worked with a team of

classmates to develop and deliver a pitch for his venture. He recalled:

The pitch was as much theirs as mine. Right? | delivered it but they provided the
input and then what else about that process. And then we delivered it to
classmates. There are two or three different iterations where we gave a short pitch
to get some feedback initially. Then we actually had alumni come in who are
current angel investors and we’re able to give that to them and they provided
feedback—all of it very harsh.

In this critical incident, Steve drew upon and then integrated two separate
academic disciplines—entrepreneurship and communication. This third state was called
cross-disciplinary. Steve brought the presentation artifact and coupled it with classroom

discourse in order to inform the way that he talked about the venture.
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In Fast Founding, Steve blended business concepts in three unique ways:
disciplinary, multidisciplinary, and cross-disciplinary. Table 4.10 lists the academic
discipline(s) and disciplinary state for each of the critical incidents associated with Fast
Founding. Table 4.10 also lists the type of object or objects for each of these critical
incidents. The single academic discipline of entrepreneurship, as well as artifacts as

objects that moved across the boundary, were prevalent in Fast Founding.

Table 4.10
Fast Founding: Content as Business Concepts
Name of critical Academic Disciplinary Type of
Pseudonym incident discipline(s) state object(s)
Steve Pooling and mass Operations Disciplinary Avrtifact +
customization discourse
Steve Market Marketing, Multidisciplinary  Artifact
segmentation and Entrepreneurship
beachhead markets
Steve Reverse balance Entrepreneurship, Multidisciplinary  Artifact +
sheet and time value  Finance discourse +
of money procedure
Steve Pitch deck 2 Entrepreneurship, Cross- Acrtifact +
Communication disciplinary discourse

In Fast Founding, the student blended business concepts from multiple academic
disciplines and disciplinary states as he brought artifacts, discourse, and procedures from

school into the workplace.

Process as Informing Practice

In Fast Founding, the student informed practice at work using a three-step
process. In Step 1, the student encountered a persistent problem at work. In Step 2, the
student became aware of an innovative business concept from school that had potential

relevance at work. In Step 3, the student introduced the innovative business concept from
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school into the workplace. Each step of the process is detailed below for a representative
critical incident that moved from school to work. Steve’s critical incident named “pooling
and mass customization” was representative in that it illustrated all three steps of the
process for informing work practice.

Persistent problem at work. Steve and Nunzi identified the problem at work as
the inability to communicate the value proposition of the venture’s product or service to
potential customers. Nunzi elaborated on this problem: “The challenge was how can we
express the value that we see in—or the list of value that we see in—our concept so that it
can be appreciated by a potential customer.”

Nunzi and Steve had been using a metaphor from the film and book Moneyball
when trying to illustrate the value proposition. In this story, the protagonist built a
winning baseball team by identifying the inefficiencies in the market and recruiting
players who filled those gaps. Nunzi recalled, “We ended up deciding that [the
Moneyball metaphor] wasn’t as significant as it appeared to be when we first kind of
brought back or had that insight. But the pooling example is one where we think it has

sort of solid value and will stay with us.” Steve concurred:

I was searching for ways to think about [how to communicate the product’s
value]. So definitely a need, an immediate need. If someone [at school] had
introduced a different way of doing this analysis, then at the time | probably
would have just grabbed onto that. So it was just timing.

The first step of the informing-practice process involved the student’s recognition of a
persistent problem at work that seemed difficult to solve.

Innovative business concept from school with potential relevance at work.
With the challenge of how to best communicate the product’s value at work, Steve

encountered the Timbuk2 business case in the operations classroom at school. Steve
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made connections between the challenge that he faced at work and the business concepts

of pooling and mass customization that he was learning at school.

It’s the ability to understand your problem that you’re trying to solve [at work], so
thoroughly that when you see something else that looks like it could fit in right
and just draw in some inspiration from a [business school] case that’s so different.
Different industry— manufacturing. It’s very different materials, but just looking
at the [business] concept [at school] and bringing it over [to work].

The second step of the informing-practice process occurred when a student was exposed
to a new concept at school and that concept seemed relevant to work.

Introduction of innovative business concept at work. Steve’s introductions of
business concepts from school were intentional and immediate. Immediately after
classroom exposure to the pooling and mass customization business concepts, Steve

introduced the concept to Nunzi at work.

We have to apply any knowledge that we can. . . . | use some operations
management [concepts from school at work]. So talking about pooling. But it’s
not like we did any actual math or we did any calculations [at work]. We just
communicate—use that as a way to communicate the [business] concepts [from
school] to our customers [at work].

Steve’s introductions were intentional in that innovative business concepts were

introduced purposefully. Steve’s co-founder Nunzi explained:

But in Steve’s case, having discussed [pooling and mass customization] in the
classroom and presumably making the connection or making the match between
what we were looking at on the whiteboard and trying to define a value concept
[at work].

The Timbuk?2 case from business school informed the way that Steve and Nunzi
talked to their potential customers about their value proposition, moving away from the

Moneyball metaphor toward using the business concepts of pooling and mass
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customization. The third step of the informing-practice process involved an introduction
of the new relevant concept from school into the work environment.

Process enablers. For Steve, three factors seemed to contribute to the informing-
practice process. The first factor was the student’s perception of a confluence between
school and work objectives. Steve described an independent study at school in which he

focused on his venture.

In terms of one of the units that I’m receiving for this term is specifically
independent study for entrepreneurship. And we talked about it’s a wide-open
field. 1t’s a new field, so there’s no curriculum that I’m following there. It’s
basically my plan to develop this [venture] concept over the course of the
semester.

The second factor was the student’s ability to translate and communicate content.

Learning partner Nunzi described Steve’s communication skills:

If I were to make the measure of the thing that I think is the most valuable to what
we are doing that is it: it’s [Steve’s] ability to sort of present what we know, and
where we stand, and what’s important about what we are doing.

The third factor was a receptive school or work culture. Steve enjoyed a receptive
culture at work with his co-founder Nunzi. “Internally, my partner is older and he has an
MBA from Columbia. So, we speak the same language—maybe that’s helpful, the

language of business.”

Outcome of Sustaining the Business Venture

In Fast Founding, the student brought blended business concepts from school
when those concepts had the potential to produce immediate benefits for the business

venture. Steve explained:
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And | need to put [the business concept] to use and see if it helps at all because
anything that we can do—any concept that I can introduce will produce results
immediately, and | need results. . . . Anything that’s not really—even 2 or 3 years
down the road, I’m able to [say], “Okay, that might be important later; let me just
put that aside.”

Steve noted that he had to set aside business concepts from school that did not
have an immediate application in the business. Steve was intently focused on producing

results that sustained the business venture.

Summary of Fast Founding

In Fast Founding, a student brought blended business concepts across the
boundary from school to work. These blended business concepts were introduced at work
intentionally and immediately and came in multiple forms—artifacts, discourses, and
procedures. The process of Fast Founding involved informing work practice in three
steps: (1) students encountered a persistent problem at work, (2) students became aware
of a business concept from school that was relevant to the problem, and (3) students
introduced the business concept from school into the workplace. The desired outcome of
Fast Founding was sustaining the business venture. In this study, Steve was typed as a

student who made his education relevant through Fast Founding.

Findings

Building from the relevance-making types of Innovative Climbing, Identity
Switching, Introspective Exploring, and Fast Founding, four groups of findings emerged
to further explicate the content, process, and outcome of learning that crosses the

boundary between school and work.
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Content Findings

MBA students and objects crossed the school-work boundary in service of
learning and problem-solving. MBA students were more likely to use discourse objects
than artifact objects or procedure objects in relevance-making. The relevance-making
potential of school-based discourse objects was amplified when students combined
discourse objects with school-based artifacts and/or procedures to solve work-based
problems.

MBA students crossed the boundary between school and work. MBA students
interacted with faculty members and classmates in the school environment. The students
interacted with their managers, peers, direct reports, clients, and/or potential customers in
the workplace. However, interactions between school-based people such as faculty and
work-based people such as managers did not occur. MBA students were the only people
crossing the boundary between school and work. For example, in the critical incident
named “operational efficiency and change leadership,” Lee crossed the school-work
boundary alone. Lee’s faculty members and classmates did not interact with her
coworkers. Interactions between people at school and people at work were not observed
in this study.

Objects crossed the boundary between school and work. Boundary objects
consisted of artifacts, discourse, and/or procedures. Artifact objects are tools, models,
frameworks, or documents that make connections across various practices. Discourse
objects are conversations that are used to negotiate meaning across two or more practices.
Procedure objects are steps that coordinate work across various practices. In continuation

of the critical incident named “operational efficiency and change leadership,” Lee took a

139



leadership artifact from a leadership course and paired it with meaningful operations
discourse and a change management procedure when she introduced and integrated a
change in operations at work. Lee bundled objects together, combining an artifact with
discourse and a procedure. In other critical incidents, artifacts and discourse were
bundled, but did not include procedures. In some cases, artifacts or discourse stood alone.
Interestingly, in all three of the critical incidents involving procedures, procedures were
bundled with artifacts and discourse.

MBA students moved objects from school to work in service of problem-
solving. In order to solve problems in work practice, students took artifact objects,
discourse objects, and/or procedure objects across the school-work boundary. For
example, Lee and her learning partner Nick faced a persistent problem in the workplace.
Lee described a situation in which her team needed a 20% higher weekly reporting
throughput during the second week of every month. Nick argued “that you can’t staff a
business for one peak of [activity every month].” Lee brought boundary objects from
school to work in service of solving the throughput problem that she and Nick faced.

MBA students moved objects from work to school in service of learning.
Moving in the opposite direction, MBA students brought objects from work in order to
answer guestions at school. In the crisis communication critical incident that moved from
work to school, Billie used artifact objects and discourse objects to lead her small group
through an exercise at school that involved experimenting with a variety of public
statements, written and delivered by different students, in the setting of an international

organizational crisis. Billie brought boundary objects from work to school that related to
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her prior experience with organizational communication in Cambodia. She moved these
objects from work to school in service of her own and others’ learning.

MBA students were more likely to use discourse objects than artifact objects
or procedure objects in relevance-making. Discourse objects were used to make
relevance in all but six of the 39 critical incidents in this study. Discourse stood alone in
some critical incidents and accompanied other forms of objects in other critical incidents.
Discourse accompanied artifacts and procedures in multiple ways, including (1) when
students were asked to bring practice-based knowledge into classroom conversations,
such as Michael’s discussion of his experience with leading innovation at work, and
(2) when students introduced business concepts into work practices that sat outside of
their jurisdictions, such as Lee’s discussion of leading change at work.

The relevance-making potential of school-based discourse objects was
amplified when students combined discourse objects with school-based artifacts
and/or procedures to solve work-based problems. In Lee’s critical incident described
in the first three content findings above, Lee led a discussion with her management team
in which she recommended an approach for communicating an operational change. In
that discussion, she shared a school-based artifact in the form of a PowerPoint deck and
related procedure for effectively communicating change. For Lee, school-based artifact
objects and procedure objects strengthened the relevance-making potential of the
discussion that she had with her management team. In this study, artifact and procedure
objects amplified discourse and its associated potential for making business education

relevant at work.
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Process Findings

Features of the relevance-making process, including its focus, triggers, and steps,
differed and depended upon the direction of movement across the boundary—school to
work or work to school. Enablers of the relevance-making process, including the
student’s perception of a confluence between school and work objectives, the student’s
ability to translate and communicate content, and a receptive work or school culture,
were the same for school-to-work and work-to-school movement across the boundary.

The focus, triggers, and steps of the relevance-making process were distinct
for movement from school to work. The focus of the relevance-making process that
moved from school to work was practice. As an example, Steve and his learning partner
Nunzi were engaged in building a business venture. As such, they were searching for
ways to talk about their product with potential customers. Steve brought business
concepts of pooling and mass customization from school into the business in order to
inform how they communicated the product’s value. Like Steve, students focused their
business education on work practices when learning moved from school to work.
Movement from school to work was favored in two types: Fast Founding and Innovative
Climbing.

The trigger of the relevance-making process that moved from school to work was
a persistent work-related problem in the student’s job, work team, or organization. For
example, Steve lacked a way to describe his product and its associated value to customers
and, as a result, had not yet been able to enter the market. In contrast, Andrew lacked an
understanding of the different personalities on his work team, which prevented him at

times from making strong connections with others at work. The persistence of the
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practice-based problem prompted the student to reconsider current work practices
through the object learned at business school.

Once the relevance-making process was triggered by a practice-based problem,
students became aware of an innovative business concept from school that had potential
relevance at work. In the next step, students introduced the innovative business concept
from school into the workplace. In this study, this three-step process was hamed
informing practice and was observed in Fast Founding. These three steps, plus a fourth
step, were observed in Innovative Climbing. In Innovative Climbing’s fourth step,
students integrated business concepts into work practice. The name of the four-step
process is transforming practice. This fourth step—integrating the business concept into
work practice—was not observed in Fast Founding’s informing practice process since the
practices were under construction and not yet established in the business venture.

The focus, triggers, and steps of the relevance-making process were distinct
for movement from work to school. The focus of the relevance-making process that
moved from work to school was the self. As an example, Billie changed how she saw
herself through the critical incident named “crisis communication.” In this critical
incident, Billie worked with her learning team to develop and deliver a public statement,
acting as a corporate officer for a global organization that was experiencing a crisis.
While doing so, she came to look at herself and her past experience working in Cambodia
differently. Through this learning experience and others like it, Billie changed the way
that she saw herself.

The trigger of the relevance-making process that moved from work to school was

a question posed in the school environment. This question emerged in class or in the
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context of an assignment, such as in a paper, a presentation, or an exam. In most cases,
the school-based question prompted the student to remember a past practice-based
experience or a significant dimension of an experience that seemed relevant to the
question in some way. In each case, students reflected on the past work experience,
asking whether and how it was relevant to the situation they encountered at school.
Through this reflection, students were able to surface and apply their practice-based
knowledge to understand a question and concepts they encountered in school. For
example, Michael responded to a prompting question that was posed by his faculty
member in the leadership classroom after reflecting upon a challenging experience that he
had with changing organizational culture. The professor asked the following prompting
question: Who has had experience with a cultural change at work? Inquiries in the school
environment triggered movement from work to school.

Once the relevance-making process was triggered by a question posed at school,
students reflected on relevant work experience, considering if/now their experience was
relevant to the school-based inquiry. In Step 3, students generated possible answers to the
question posed in Step 1. In this study, this three-step process was named informing self
and was observed in Introspective Exploring. These three steps, plus a fourth step, were
observed in Identity Switching. In the fourth step, students experimented at school and/or
work. The name of the four-step process is transforming self. The fourth step of
transforming self—experimentation at school or work—was not found in Introspective
Exploring, mostly because these students had not yet determined which experiments

would best support their exploration.
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Enablers of the relevance-making process were the same for school-to-work
and work-to-school movement. Three enablers seemed to contribute to the relevance-
making process that was observed in this study. The first enabler was the student’s
perception of a confluence between school and work objectives. In the critical incident
titled “crisis communication,” Billie acknowledged the intersection of ethics that she
learned at school and ethical issues that she experienced at work, especially as they
related to communicating with diverse stakeholder groups. The second enabler was the
student’s ability to translate and communicate content. In the crisis communication
critical incident, Billie’s learning partner Dave described Billie as “a vocal leader in that
group experience” who demonstrated her ability to translate and communicate content.
The third enabler was a receptive school or work culture. Billie’s learning partner and
professor, Meredith, created a space for students to share ideas and learn from one
another. These three enablers contributed to the relevance-making processes in
Innovative Climbing, Identity Switching, and Fast Founding. The absence of one or more
of these factors hindered the relevance-making process in some critical incidents,
especially in Introspective Exploring as students tried to introduce and integrate business

concepts from school into their employing organizations.

Outcome and Level of Interactions Findings

Although MBA students crossed the school-work boundary alone, they made their
education relevant through social interactions on either side of the boundary (at school
and/or at work). Positive social interactions related to continuity of action and the

realization of students’ intentions for business education. Negative social interactions
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related to discontinuity of action and the discovery of students’ intentions for business
education.

Relevance-making on either side of the boundary occurred through social
interaction. Interactions were social when actions occurred between a student and
another person or group of people. Students interacted with their managers, peers, direct
reports, clients, or potential customers at work in order to apply business concepts from
school to solve work-based problems. For example, Max attempted to make his education
relevant when he interacted with his manager at work and introduced a marketing plan
for training programs that he and members of his team developed. Furthermore, students
interacted with their faculty or classmates when they brought practice-based knowledge
from work in order to answer questions posed at school. For example, Max’s classmates
invited him into the school-based conversation about a guest lecturer and the lecturer’s
leadership behavior. Through social interaction with classmates at school, Max made his
education relevant by offering a possible answer to questions of psychopathy in
interaction with members of his class.

The nature of the social interaction determined whether the student
experienced continuity or discontinuity of action. The social interactions observed in
this study were positive or negative. Max described his social interactions at school as
positive. He remarked that the best part of his MBA educational experience was
interacting with his classmates. Max also described a positive social relationship with
the faculty member in the “leader behavior” critical incident described above. Max
noted that this faculty member approached him after the class in which Max commented

on psychopathy and invited him to return to the class as a guest lecturer and offer his

146



opinion on leader behavior. Positive social interactions in this study enabled continuity
of action across the school-work boundary.

In contrast, Max described some social interactions at work as negative.
Specifically, he described a “dismissive attitude” that some of his work colleagues
carried about his MBA education. When Max introduced the business concept of a
marketing plan to his manager, his manager dismissed the concept immediately. This
attitude made introducing business school concepts at work more challenging for Max.
Max remarked that he avoided attributing business concepts to his MBA program—
fearing that the attribution would result in dismissing the concept outright. Negative
social interactions related to discontinuity of action across the boundary separating
school and work.

Continuity or discontinuity of action resulted in students realizing or
discovering their intentions for MBA education. Discontinuity of action at work led
to the discovery of students’ professional intentions in Introspective Exploring. Two of
three students in this type experienced frustration when they were unable to integrate
new business concepts from school inside of their employing organizations. One of the
students didn’t even try. Because of these experiences and others like them, these
students expressed that they felt like outsiders in their workplaces. For example, Max
described the hierarchy in his workplace as a “caste system” in which he as a contractor
was positioned at the bottom of the system. Taking stock of this position at work and
his position at school, Max discovered that he wanted to leave the public sector and
began to explore executive coaching as a possible career. All three students who

engaged in Introspective Exploring reported feeling that their employers did not fully
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recognize their contributions from school and, as such, the students clarified their career
goals while they were enrolled in the MBA program. Interestingly, these students did
not explore climbing in their organizations. Instead, they explored founding a company
or switching to a new company.

Continuity of action at work and at school led to the realization of students’
intentions in Innovative Climbing, Identity Switching, and Fast Founding. For example,
students involved in Innovative Climbing demonstrated increasing expertise in the
functions in which they worked or in their management practice as they applied
business concepts from school at work. Learning partner and manager Nick observed
how Lee brought innovative operations concepts into work from business school,
introducing these concepts to Nick and integrating them with her direct reports during
her tenure as an operations manager. Lee believed that making MBA education relevant
in this way helped her earn a promotion to operations director at work while she was
enrolled in the MBA program. All three students who engaged in Innovative Climbing
reported feeling that their employers recognized their contributions from school and
awarded them for these and other contributions through promotions. Similarly,
continuity of action at school and at work led to sustaining the business venture in Fast
Founding. Continuity of action at school led to changing how students saw themselves
and how others saw them in Identity Switching. One student, Zara, had not yet made the

switch to a new employer at the time of the interview.
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Relevance-Making Findings

Relevance-making differed by type and depended upon students’ intentions for
Innovative Climbing, Identity Switching, Introspective Exploring, or Fast Founding. It
was through discovering or realizing these intentions that relevance was made.

Relevance-making differed by type and depended upon students’
intentions. In Innovative Climbing, students made their MBA education relevant by
introducing proven business concepts from school to transform practice at work so that
they could earn promotions from their current employers. Jen, Lee, and Andrew were
typed as students who made their education relevant through Innovative Climbing. In
Identity Switching, students made their MBA education relevant by experimenting with
practice-based knowledge from work and business concepts from school in order to
transform how they saw themselves and how others saw them. They did this to change
where they worked. In this study, Billie, Dave, and Zara were typed as students who
made their education relevant through Identity Switching. In Introspective Exploring,
students made their MBA education relevant by successfully bringing practice-based
knowledge to school and introducing business concepts at work in ways that informed
their career goals. In this study, Max, Michael, and Richard were typed as students who
made their education relevant through Introspective Exploring. In Fast Founding,
students made their MBA education relevant with intentional and immediate
introductions of blended business concepts from school that informed practice at work
in ways that would sustain the business venture. Steve was typed as a student who made

his education relevant through Fast Founding.
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This study’s typology of relevance-making and the patterns of content, process,

and outcome within the typology are listed in Table 4.11. For the content pattern,

business concepts crossed the boundary from the MBA program to the students’

workplaces, while practice-based knowledge crossed the boundary from the students’

workplaces to the MBA program. For the process pattern, students brokered learning

across the boundary in four ways: transforming practice, transforming self, informing

self, and informing practice. For the outcome pattern, students obtained one of four

professional outcomes: promotion, switch, clarity of career goals, or sustaining a

business venture.

Table 4.11

The Relationship Between Study’s Types and Patterns of Content, Process, and Outcomes

Making MBA education relevant by...

Type Content patterns Process patterns Outcome patterns
Innovative Introducing proven business ...that transform ...s0 that | can earn
Climbing concepts from school... practice at work... a promotion with

my current
employer.
Identity Experimenting with practice- ...to transform the ...in order to
Switching based knowledge from work way | see myself change where |
and business concepts from and the way that work.

Introspective
Exploring

Fast
Founding

Summary

school...

Successfully bringing practice-
based knowledge to school and
introducing business concepts
at work...

Intentional and immediate
introductions of blended
business concepts from
school...

!
Business concepts crossed the
boundary from the MBA
program to the students’
workplaces, while practice-
based knowledge crossed the
boundary from the students’
workplaces to the MBA
program.

others see me...

... in ways that
inform my...

...to inform practice
at work...

l

Students brokered
learning across the
boundary in four
ways: transforming
practice,
transforming self,
informing self, and
informing practice.

...career goals.

... in ways that will
sustain my business
venture.

l

Students obtained
one of four
professional
outcomes:
promotion, switch,
clarity of career
goals, or sustaining
a business venture.
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Relevance was made through realizing students’ intentions for Innovative
Climbing, Identity Switching, and Fast Founding. Making MBA education relevant
through Fast Founding, Steve remarked, “School and work for me is mixed. . . . I’'ve
really been fortunate to be able to mix my educational experience with what 1’m doing
work-wise, at least on the entrepreneurial front; a lot of overlap.” In this study, Steve
created a school-work hybrid situation that allowed him to focus more on his intent of
Fast Founding. Making MBA education relevant through Identity Switching, Dave did
not create a new hybrid practice through boundary crossing. Rather, he established
continuity between school and work. Dave recalled, “I try to focus on what’s going on in
the moment and how can | tie in other [business] concepts, other experiences I’ve had in
class, to this situation that I’m in [at work].” Making MBA education relevant through
Innovative Climbing, Jen described how she realized her intentions for climbing by

acting and interacting differently at work.

But I did get promoted, so—and | actually think [business school] has a lot to do
with that, which is there were leaders that saw the difference in how I was
interacting with them, how | was handling situations differently [at work].

Jen, like Dave, also established continuity between school and work. Study
participants involved in Fast Founding, Identity Switching, and Innovative Climbing
seemed to be able to effectively bridge school and work, recognizing the differences and
finding similarities between school and work in order to realize their goals.

Students involved in Fast Founding, Identity Switching, and Innovative Climbing
effectively took on the role of boundary crosser, leveraging all three of the process
enablers that were observed in this study. The first enabler was the student’s perception

of a confluence between school and work objectives. The second enabler was the
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student’s ability to translate and communicate content. The third enabler was a receptive
work or school culture. Students’ ability to translate and communicate content between
contexts (the second process enabler) helped them to establish legitimacy in both contexts
and realize their professional intentions.

Relevance was made through discovering students’ intentions in
Introspective Exploring. For students who made MBA education relevant through
Introspective Exploring, attempts to bring school-based concepts into work were
frustrating at times. As an example, Michael expressed frustration when his attempts to
introduce and integrate financial ratios that he learned at school into decision-making
processes at work were thwarted. In response to this discontinuity, Michael began to seek
alternative career options, such as switching to a new employer or starting an
entrepreneurial venture. Like Michael, Max and Richard were discovering alternative
career options, but had not realized a new professional outcome at the time of the
research interview. In Introspective Exploring, the differences between school and work
were evident and students continued to look for school-work similarities on the way
toward discovering their intentions.

Students involved in Introspective Exploring experienced difficulty at times
taking on the role of boundary crosser. The absence of one or more of three process
enablers observed in this study hindered the relevance-making process in some critical
incidents. Even though these students perceived a confluence between school and work
objectives, Max and Michael had trouble translating and communicating content into a
work culture that was not receptive to business concepts. Interestingly, Max and Richard

were able to translate and communicate business content from school into their client
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organizations, which seemed more receptive. Max, Michael, and Richard struggled at
times to establish legitimacy in the workplace. In this struggle, they discovered, but did

not realize, their professional intentions for business education.

Chapter 4 Summary

Chapter 4 began with a presentation of three themes and evolved into a typology
for how students enrolled in MBA programs make their education relevant as they cross
boundaries between school and work. Using data collected from the study’s participants,
plus the associated codes and categories derived from these data, profiles and patterns
were analyzed and synthesized for each of the four relevance-making types: Innovating
Climbing, Identity Switching, Introspective Exploring, and Fast Founding. Four groups
of findings emerged from these types, profiles, and patterns to explain how MBA
students make their business education relevant as they cross the boundary between
school and work. Chapter 5 builds on these findings, revisiting the study’s conceptual
framework. It also draws conclusions and describes implications for theory, further

research, and practice.
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CHAPTER &:

INTERPRETATIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS

This study was motivated by the ongoing debate surrounding the relevance of
education in a master’s of business administration (MBA) program (Benjamin &
O’Reilly, 2011; Bennis & O’Toole, 2005; Ghoshal, 2005; Navarro, 2008; Pfeffer &
Fong, 2002, 2004; Rubin & Dierdorff, 2009, 2011, 2013). This debate began more than
30 years ago when Porter and McKibbin (1988) evaluated the state of business education
and questioned its relevance to management practice. The debate has continued in both
scholarship and practice, as evidenced by a recent research study that offered a pragmatic
solution to the relevance gap (Asdemir & Ahrens, 2019) and a recent news article in
Bloomberg Businessweek in which a prominent business school dean pondered a paradox,
where the “skills you learn in an MBA are probably more valuable than they have ever
been. And yet a lot of people are talking about it as if it’s a degree that is losing
relevance” (Hagen, 2019). Despite this ongoing debate, we know little about how MBA
students make their education relevant.

Contributing to this ongoing debate, this basic qualitative study explored how
working professionals enrolled in MBA programs make their business education relevant.
Grounded in social constructivist epistemology, a basic qualitative method was used in
this study. Data were collected through 18 semi-structured interviews, 18 field notes, and
28 documents. Study participants shared a total of 39 critical incidents of learning that
crossed the boundary between school and work. Data were analyzed using Saldana’s
(2012) three-step process and Creswell’s (2013) spiral approach. Further synthesis of the

data produced three overall themes, which were translated into a typology of four
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relevance-making types, which provided the basis for 10 participant profiles. Then,
patterns of content, process, and outcomes for each type of relevance-making were
analyzed and synthesized. Four groups of findings emerged to explicate how MBAs
make their education relevant.

Building on the study’s collective findings as presented in Chapter 4, this chapter
begins with the study’s interpretations and conclusions, which connect the literature to
the study’s findings. Then, implications for theory, further research, and practice are

provided. The chapter closes with a summary.

Interpretations and Conclusions

Building on the findings from Chapter 4, interpretations have been made and

conclusions have been drawn for each of the study’s four research questions.

Subquestion 1: What Are the Objects Crossing the Boundary Between the MBA

Program and Students’ Workplaces?

Boundary objects have been defined in two ways. In 1989, Star and Griesemer

defined boundary objects as artifacts that

both inhabit several intersecting worlds and satisfy the informational requirements
of each of them. . . . [they are] both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the
constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a
common identity across sites. They are weakly structured in common use, and
become strongly structured in individual site use. These objects may be abstract
or concrete. They have different meanings in different social worlds but their
structure is common enough to more than one world to make them recognizable, a
means of translation. (p. 393)

In 2000, Wenger expanded Star and Griesemer’s (1989) definition of boundary

objects beyond artifacts to include discourse and procedures. In the critical incident
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named “business writing,” Richard used discourse to introduce a new business concept at
work, while integrating a writing artifact and related procedures from school into his
client’s work environment. When boundary objects are understood more broadly as
artifacts, discourse, and procedures (Wenger, 1998, 2000) that translate between school
and work contexts, they are a useful construct for explaining what crossed the boundary
between the MBA program and students’ workplaces.

In his expanded definition of boundary objects, Wenger (2000) argued that
discourse is a critical boundary object because it “allows people to communicate and
negotiate meanings across boundaries” (p. 236). In this study, discourse objects were
more likely than artifact objects or procedure objects to be used in relevance-making.
Discourse seemed to be critical for relevance-making, serving an important purpose of
negotiating meaning between the domains of school and work. Translation in the form of
discourse, it seems, was needed between school and work in this study.

Wenger (1998) described how artifact objects such as claim forms in an insurance
company provided a translating function, replacing the need for discourse between claims
processers and some of their stakeholders. Artifact objects in this study rarely crossed the
boundary alone and, when procedure objects were used, they were combined with
artifacts and discourse because they alone did not fully or appropriately “communicate
and negotiate meanings across boundaries” (Wenger, 2000, p. 236). However, artifact
objects and procedure objects, when combined with discourse, seemed to enhance
school-to-work translation. As an example, Lee introduced business concepts of

operational efficiency and change leadership to her management team using discourse
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and then further negotiated their meaning using an artifact object and a procedure object

that she brought from the classroom.

Subquestion 2: How Do MBA Students Broker Learning at the Boundary?

The boundary-crossing literature points to four mechanisms that underlie and
explain the learning process across boundaries: identification, coordination, reflection,
and transformation. Two of the four mechanisms, reflection and transformation, are
useful but insufficient for explaining how MBA students brokered learning at the
boundary in this study. Several components of the transformation mechanism explain the
steps observed in boundary crossing that moves from school to work and is favored in
Innovative Climbing and Fast Founding. Two components of the reflection mechanism
explain, in part, the process observed in boundary crossing that moves from work to
school and is favored in Identity Switching and Introspective Exploring.

Transformation mechanism. Boundary crossing’s transformation mechanism
helped to describe how learning occurred when it moved from school to work, the
movement favored in Innovative Climbing and Fast Founding. Akkerman and Bakker
(2011b) defined the transformation mechanism as “a profound change in practice” (p. 46)
and argued that transformation occurs through six steps: confrontation, recognizing a
shared problem space, hybridization, crystallization, maintaining uniqueness of the
intersecting practices, and continuous joint work at the boundary. Of these six possible
steps, four steps were observed when learning moved from school to work in this study:
confrontation, recognizing a shared problem space, hybridization, and crystallization. The
steps of confrontation, recognizing a shared problem space, and crystallization were

observed in both types that favored movement from school to work: Innovative Climbing
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and Fast Founding. An additional step, hybridization, was observed only in Fast
Founding.

In “confrontation,” brokers raise an issue or problem that requires new ways of
action or interaction. Confrontation relates to the problem that this study’s students
experienced in the workplace—the problem of practice that triggered movement from
school to work.

In response to a confrontation, the broker recognizes “a shared problem space.” In
the shared problem space, the new relevant object encountered in the school environment
has potential relevance to this problem at work. The shared space resides within the
object that crosses the boundary from school to work. The boundary object represents a
“nexis of perspectives, and . . . it is often in the meeting of these perspectives that
artifacts obtain their meanings” (Wenger, 1998, p. 108).

In “crystallization,” a commitment to a new form emerges that results in a new
practice. Crystallization relates both to a broker’s introduction of a school-based business
concept into the work environment and the concept’s integration into work practice. For
the crystallization step of the transformation mechanism (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b),
some students in this study tried but failed to fully integrate some business concepts from
school into their employers’ work practices. For example, Max introduced the business
concept of a marketing plan to his employer and it was rejected by his manager, and
Michael introduced the business concept of financial ratios at work and the concept was
rejected by his board members. Other students, such as Jen, introduced a business
concept at work and were in the process of integrating it. In these incidents, the

transformation mechanism did not lead or had not yet led “to a profound change in
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practices” as presented by Akkerman and Bakker (2011b, p. 46). Although work
practices for these five critical incidents had not profoundly changed (Akkerman &
Bakker, 2011b) at the time of the study, it is possible that these practices would undergo
future transformation. Table 5.1 links four steps of this study’s school-to-work learning

process to Akkerman and Bakker’s (2011b) transformation mechanism.

Table 5.1
Mapping Akkerman and Bakker’s Transformation Mechanism to School-to-Work Movement
Akkerman and Bakker’s (2011b) This study’s process of learning
Step transformation mechanism from school to work
1 Confrontation Problem at work
2 Recognizing a shared problem New object from school with potential relevance at
space work
3 Crystallization Introduction at work
4 Crystallization Integration at work*

Note: *Integration at work was not observed in all critical incidents that moved from school to
work.

Furthermore, Steve took an additional step in the transformation mechanism—the
step of “hybridization,” which is understood as the combination of ingredients from
different sources (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b) to achieve hybrid situations across
domains. Steve remarked that “school and work, for me, is mixed.” He recounted how he
created a school-work hybrid in which he was “able to mix [his] educational experience
with what [he was] doing work-wise, at least on the entrepreneurial front.” Steve
integrated the way that he thought about his business venture and about his business
education and no longer considered them to be separate domains.

Even though boundary crossing’s transformation mechanism helped to describe
the steps taken when learning moved from school to work, the theory did not fully

explain the effect on work practice. Akkerman and Bakker (2011b) defined
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transformation as “a profound change in practices” (p. 146), which explains the
transformation of practice that occurred in Innovative Climbing. However, work practices
in Fast Founding were under construction in a start-up at the time of the research
interview. As these work practices were being developed in the venture, business
concepts from school informed, rather than transformed, them.

Reflection mechanism. Boundary crossing’s reflection mechanism helped to
describe how learning occurred when it moved from work to school. Akkerman and
Bakker (2011b) argued that reflection occurs in two ways: perspective making and
perspective taking. Perspective making and perspective taking were observed in both
Identity Switching and Introspective Exploring.

Perspective making involves “making explicit one’s understanding and
knowledge of a particular issue” (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b, p. 145). Perspective
taking is “taking of the other into account, in light of a reflexive knowledge of one’s own
perspective” (Boland & Tenkasi, 1995, as quoted in Akkerman & Bakker, 2011b, p. 145).
In both cases, Akkerman and Bakker (2011b) suggest that people crossing the boundary
“learn something new about their own and others’ practices” (pp. 144-145) through
uncovering the differences between practices on either side of the boundary.

In this study, when students reflected on relevant work experience in the school
environment, their reflection occurred through perspective making and/or perspective
taking. As an example, Max used perspective making and perspective taking in the leader
behavior critical incident. In this critical incident, Max made his knowledge of leader
behavior explicit when he shared his experience with interrogating witnesses as a former

FBI special agent. Max also considered the perspectives taken by his classmates as they
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discussed that leader’s behavior and how his classmates viewed Max as an experienced
profiler, even though Max did not hold that job in the FBI. As such, reflection was a key
step in the processes of learning that moved from work to school.

Even though boundary crossing’s reflection mechanism helped to explain how
reflection occurred when learning moved from work to school, the theory did not fully
explain the end-to-end learning process observed in this study. In fact, reflection is just
one step of a multistep process that moves from work to school. The process that moves
from work to school involves four steps; the first three were observed in students
involved in both Identity Switching and Introspective Exploring, while students involved
in Identity Switching took an additional fourth step. In the first step, students encountered
an inquiry at school. In the second step, students reflected on relevant work experience.
In the third step, students generated possible answers to the question posed in Step 1. In
the fourth step, students experimented at school and/or work. Table 5.2 links this study’s

work-to-school learning process to Akkerman and Bakker’s (2011b) reflection

mechanism.

Table 5.2

Mapping Akkerman and Bakker’s Reflection Mechanism to Work-to-School Movement

Akkerman and Bakker’s (2011b) This study’s process of
Step reflection mechanism learning from work to school

1 Inquiry at school
2 Perspective making/taking Reflect on relevant work experience
3 Generate possible answers
4 Experiment at school and/or work*

Note: *Experimentation at school/work was not observed in Introspective Exploring.

Furthermore, the definition of boundary crossing’s reflection mechanism does not

adequately account for what boundary crossers may learn about themselves and how they
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develop or change in the boundary crossing process. Boundary crossing theory defines
reflection as “coming to realize and explicate differences between practices and thus to
learn something new about their own and others’ practices” (Akkerman & Bakker,
2011b, pp. 144-145). The focus of reflection in Akkerman and Bakker’s (2011b)
definitions appears to be practice. In this study, the focus appeared to be self, not
practice, with work-to-school movement. Although Akkerman and Bakker (2011b)
acknowledged that “people’s ways of looking into the world are enriched so that one
enriches one’s identity beyond its current status” (p. 146) in their explanation of the
reflection mechanism, they did not include identity or self in their definition of reflection.
One limitation of Akkerman and Bakker’s (2011b) boundary crossing’s reflection
mechanism, therefore, is that it does not address the possibility of the developmental
effects of boundary crossing on the boundary crossers. While Akkerman and Bakker
(2011b) posited that one’s identity can be enriched through reflection, their framework
did not explain how or in what ways identity may be enhanced through boundary
crossing. An analysis of the learning in Identity Switching fills this gap because in this
pattern participants’ self is ultimately transformed. Whether or not the self can be
transformed, not only informed, through the reflection mechanism requires further

consideration.

Subquestion 3: At What Level Are Interactions Occurring and To What End?

Level of interactions. Boundary crossing theory delineates at what level
interactions occurred. The theory organizes boundary-crossing learning into three levels:
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional (Akkerman & Bruining, 2016). This study

observed crossing at the intrapersonal level, thereby delimiting the potential for learning
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at the boundaries to just the individual student. This study also found that relevance-
making on either side of the boundary occurred through social interaction. The
opportunity for boundary crossing to generate learning and change at the interpersonal
and institutional levels was thwarted by insufficient design attention to and support of the
student’s boundary-crossing experiences.

Boundary crossing theory defines learning at the intrapersonal level as
“participation of a person in two or more institutionalized practices” (Akkerman &
Bruining, 2016, p. 246), such as practices at school and practices at work. MBA students
in this study operated at the intrapersonal level by participating in school and work
practices. Even though MBA students were dual participants in school and work and
participated in social interactions on either side of the boundary, they crossed the school-
work boundary alone. As an example, Lee participated at work with her manager, Nick,
and direct reports. She also participated at school with faculty, such as Professor Barbara,
and classmates. However, Nick (a work participant) did not cross the boundary into Lee’s
school domain, and Professor Barbara (a school participant) did not cross the boundary
into Lee’s work domain. Only Lee crossed the boundary between school and work. As
seen in the findings, this crossing at the intrapersonal level resulted in significant learning
for students and their practices. Akkerman and Bakker (2011b) asserted that individuals
can also play a significant role in establishing continuity across diverse practices,
especially when there is little interaction among groups, organizations, or institutions, as
was the case in this study.

Akkerman and Bruining (2016) named two additional levels for learning across

the boundary: the interpersonal level and the institutional level. This study did not find
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evidence of interactions at the interpersonal level, which is defined as interactions
between groups of people on either side of the boundary—such as groups working for
MBA employers and groups attending or working for graduate business schools. This
study also did not find evidence of interactions at the institutional level, defined as
“between organizations or organizational units” (Akkerman & Bruining, 2016, p. 246),
such as between MBA employing organizations and institutions of higher education.
Again, MBA students were the only actors to cross the school-work boundary, even
though these students engaged in social interactions at school and at work.

Ends of learning. Boundary crossing theory helps to explicate to what end
learning occurred. Boundary crossing’s intrapersonal level of interaction broadly
describes, but does little to create a deeper understanding of, how individuals achieved
personal and professional outcomes in this study. Boundary crossing’s reflection
mechanism at the intrapersonal level describes how learners develop a new perspective
on one participatory position in relation to the other participatory position (Akkerman &
Bruining, 2016). Furthermore, boundary crossing’s transformation mechanism at the
intrapersonal level describes how learners move toward a hybrid position in which their
previous participatory positions at school and work are no longer distinguishable
(Akkerman & Bruining, 2016). Outcomes related to the intrapersonal level of reflection
and transformation were found in this study. As an example, Billie in Identity Switching
developed new perspectives on work participation given her involvement at school that
supported realizing her intended outcome of changing where she worked. In another

example, Steve in Fast Founding mixed school and work in ways that he no longer
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distinguished between school and work domains. Still, boundary crossing’s explanation

for the ends or outcomes achieved in this study are broad.

Overall Research Question: How Do Students Enrolled in MBA Programs Make

Their Education Relevant as They Cross Boundaries Between School and Work?

Boundary crossing theory and its supporting definitions partially explain how
MBA students made their education relevant in this study. The theory recognizes the dual
nature of boundaries that separate domains. First, the boundary has been defined as “a
sociocultural difference that leads to discontinuity in action or interaction” (Akkerman &
Bakker, 2011b, p. 133). Second, the boundary is also defined as a sociocultural sameness
among differences. In fact, Akkerman and Bakker (2011b) suggested that “within
discontinuity, two or more sites are relevant to one another in a particular way” (p. 133).

In this study, relevance was made within discontinuity through “a process of
establishing continuity in a situation of sociocultural difference” (Akkerman & Bakker,
2011b, p. 152)—a process that is understood as boundary crossing. Relevance was made
in this study through establishing continuity or sociocultural sameness between the
school and work domains. Continuity was established by MBA students as brokers with
“the ability to manage and integrate multiple, divergent discourses and practices across
social boundaries” (Walker & Nocon, 2007, p. 181). When learning moved from school
to work, MBA students used discourse, as well as artifacts and procedures, to introduce
and, in some critical incidents, integrate business concepts from school at work. When
learning moved from work to school, MBA students answered questions using their

practice-based knowledge.
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Bakx et al. (2016) identified three factors facilitating brokering across boundaries:
(1) cognitive, flexible switching as taking on multiple perspectives; (2) personal skills,
such as planning and organization; and (3) communication and interaction with others.
The first factor that facilitated brokering—taking on multiple perspectives—was
observed in this study and described as students’ perception of a confluence between
school and work objectives. The third factor that facilitated brokering—communication
and interaction with others—was also observed in this study and described as students’
ability to effectively communicate and translate content between the school and work
contexts. The second factor—planning and organization—was not observed in this study.

In their definition of boundary crossing, Akkerman and Bakker (2011b) referred
to continuity in the contextual sense—within or between the domains of work, school,
and/or life. In making MBA education relevant in this study, students established
continuity between school and work, especially in the types of Innovative Climbing,
Identity Switching, and Fast Founding, resulting in students realizing their intentions for
business education. Students in Introspective Exploring experienced discontinuity in
action when they moved business concepts from school to work, resulting in students’
discovering their intentions for business education. This finding is supported by
Bronkhorst and Akkerman’s (2016) argument that continuity is related to a variety of
educational intentions. However, students in this study also established continuity in the
temporal sense—connecting their past, present, and future experiences. It is this
continuity of experience across time and the associated discovery or realization of the
students’ intentions for Innovative Climbing, Identity Switching, Introspective Exploring,

and Fast Founding that are not fully explained by boundary crossing theory.
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Revisiting the Conceptual Framework

Grounded in the study’s research questions, a conceptual framework guided this
study. The study’s conceptual framework included the content, process, and outcome of
learning at the boundary. The study examined the content of learning at the boundary,
inquiring about what or who crossed boundaries (brokers, objects, and interactions) and
therefore made learning relevant (Wenger, 1998, 2000). The study also examined the
process or how boundary crossing occurred for working professionals enrolled in an
MBA program, perhaps as learning mechanisms of (1) identification, (2) coordination,
(3) reflection, and (4) transformation (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011a, 2011b). Finally, this
study asked about the outcomes of learning at different levels by posing questions about
at what level interactions occurred—(a) institutional, (b) interpersonal, and/or (c)
intrapersonal—and to what end learning occurred for working professionals MBAs
(Akkerman & Bruining, 2016).

The study found that MBA students moved objects between school and work in
service of learning and problem-solving. The study also found that MBA students crossed
the boundary alone and social interactions occurred on either side of the boundary, but
not at the boundary. As such, interactions have been removed from the content
component of the framework. The study also concluded that MBA students operated at
the intrapersonal level. Evidence of interpersonal and institutional levels of interaction
were not found and have been removed from the outcome component of the framework.
The study also concluded that boundary crossing theory’s reflection and transformation
mechanisms were partially sufficient in describing how learning occurred as students

crossed boundaries in either direction. However, evidence of identification and
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coordination mechanisms were not found and have been removed from the process
component of the framework. Figure 5.1 compares the original and revised conceptual

frameworks for this study.
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Figure 5.1. Comparison of the study’s original and revised conceptual frameworks (based
in part on Akkerman & Bakker, 2011a, 2011b; Akkerman & Bruining, 2016; Wenger,
1998, 2000).

Implications for Theory

While boundary crossing theory provides a high-level account of MBA students’
relevance-making, Dewey (1916, 1938) offered deeper explanations for how individual
students make their business education relevant. Specifically, Dewey’s (1916) process of
inquiry may provide a more detailed look at how MBA students broker learning when it
moves from work to school. Dewey’s (1938) construct of continuity of experience more
fully explains to what end interactions occur. His theory of learning from experience and

its notion of purpose underscore relevance-making as the discovery or realization of
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MBA students’ intentions. Implications for theory are provided for process, the
combination of process and outcome, as well as for this study’s relevance-making model

and typology.

Process

Dewey’s process of inquiry provides a more detailed look at the steps taken when
learning moves from work to school. Elkjaer (2005, as cited in Illeris, 2008, pp. 82-83)

explained:

It is through inquiry that experience is had and knowledge may be created. In this
process, ideas and hypotheses, concepts and theories are a part. Different
hypotheses can be formulated and a mixture of ideas and thoughts from former
experiences activated. Concepts and theories are used instrumentally and
experimentally both in thought actions (“imagination”) and in bodily actions in
which they can be tested.

As an example, Billie activated her prior work experience with communicating in
crisis during the Odwalla case discussion and in the small group activity at school. She
conceptualized and experimented with constructing a public statement with her peers and
delivering it on camera.

Miettinen (2000) described five phases of Dewey’s process of inquiry: (1) the
indeterminate situation, (2) intellectualization, (3) studying the conditions of the situation
and forming a working hypothesis, (4) reasoning, and (5) testing the hypothesis by action.
In Phase 1, the indeterminate situation, the normal action is disturbed or becomes
difficult and routines no longer work. In Phase 2, intellectualization, reflection begins in

an attempt to define the problem. Dewey (1916) explained:

Without a problem, there is blind groping in the dark. The way in which the
problem is conceived decides what specific suggestions are entertained and which
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are dismissed; what data are selected and which rejected; it is the criterion for
relevance and irrelevancy of hypotheses and conceptual structures. (p. 112)

Dewey’s Phases 1 and 2 map to the first step of learning found in two types that
move from work to school in this study, Identity Switching and Introspective Exploring.
The first step in these two types is named inquiry at school.

In Dewey’s Phase 3, studying the conditions of the situation and forming a
working hypothesis, two actions occur. In the first, the “material and social conditions
and the means and resources with which the problem is supposed to be resolved”
(Miettinen, 2001, p. 66) are analyzed. Plus, a tentative solution or working hypothesis is
formed. Dewey’s Phase 3 maps to the second step of learning found in this study, which
is that the student reflects on relevant work experience.

In the fourth phase, reasoning, the working hypothesis is tested and evaluated
through thought experimentation and can be reformed in light of the results. Dewey’s
Phase 4 maps to the third step of learning found in this study, which is named possible
answers to the question.

In the fifth phase, testing the hypothesis by action, the working hypothesis is
tested and evaluated through “material activity” (Miettinen, 2001, p. 67). Phase 5 differs
from Phase 4 for Dewey in one way—moving from a thought experiment to an action
experiment. Dewey’s Phase 5 maps to the fourth step of learning found in this study,
which is named experimentation at school. The fourth step of learning occurred in
Identity Switching, but not in Introspective Exploring. In Table 5.3, each phase in
Dewey’s (1916) inquiry process is mapped to learning that moved from work to school in

this study.
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Table 5.3
Mapping Dewey’s Process of Inquiry to Work-to-School Movement

This study’s process of

Phase Dewey’s (1916) process of inquiry learning from work to school
1 The indeterminate situation: the habit does not work  Inquiry at school
2 Intellectualization: defining the problem Inquiry at school
3 Studying the conditions of the situation, forming Reflection on relevant work
working hypothesis experience
4 Reasoning: in a narrow sense Possible answers to the
question
5 Testing the hypothesis by action Experimentation at school

Therefore, how MBASs broker learning that moves from work to school in this study is

explained by Dewey’s (1916) process of inquiry.

Process and Outcome

In the theory of learning from experience, Dewey (1938) made an important
distinction between “experiences that are worthwhile educationally and those that are
not” (p. 33). He called those that are worthwhile educative and those that are not

worthwhile mis-educative. Dewey (1938) explained:

Intelligent activity is distinguished from aimless activity by the fact that it
involves selection of means—analysis—out of the variety of conditions that are
present, and their arrangement—synthesis—to reach an intended aim or purpose.

(p. 84)

This distinction between intelligent activity and aimless activity in learning was
observed in this study. For example, Steve wanted to avoid aimless educational activities.
Steve was looking for business concepts at school that could be intentionally and
immediately applied in the workplace in order to sustain his business venture. Likewise,
Andrew learned accounting principles at school that he deemed irrelevant to climbing in

his government organization.
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Dewey (1938) employed the criterion of continuity of experience to discern
between educative and mis-educative experiences. The continuity criterion states that
“every experience should do something to prepare a person for later experiences of a
deeper and more expansive quality” (Dewey, 1938, p. 47). In this study, Professor

Meredith seemed to advocate for Dewey’s educative experiences.

How could we make [MBA education] more relevant? I think tie more
assignments to actual work that people are doing—and not made-up work, actual
work. Things that really matter to them like, I’ll get a promotion or | won’t get a
promotion versus I’ll get a good grade or | won’t get a good grade.

Professor Meredith, like Dewey, believes that educators play an important role in
creating the conditions for relevant education. Like Dewey, she also believes that learners
play an important role—determining what matters to them and orienting their learning
activities toward what matters. What seemed to matter to learners in this study was
realizing their intentions, such as earning a promotion in Professor Meredith’s example
above and earlier in Lee’s, Jen’s, and Andrew’s pursuit of promotions through Innovative
Climbing.

Dewey (1938) put forth a philosophy of progressive education that emphasized

the important role of purpose in learning:

There is, | think, no point in the philosophy of progressive education which is
sounder than its emphasis upon the importance of the participation of the learner
in the formation of purposes which direct his activities in the learning process.

(p. 67)

For Dewey, the learner’s purpose for learning directs his or her process for
learning. This study found that relevance-making differed by type and depended upon
students’ intentions for Innovative Climbing, Identity Switching, Introspective Exploring,
or Fast Founding. For example, Lee came to business school for the purpose of earning a
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promotion at work and directed her learning activities accordingly—transforming work
practice using business concepts that she learned at school.
This study also found that relevance was made as students discovered or realized

their intentions for business education. Dewey (1938) provided the following example:

If a person decides to become a teacher, lawyer, physician, or stockbroker, when
he executes his intention he thereby necessarily determines to some extent the
environment in which he will act in the future. He has rendered himself more
sensitive and responsive to certain conditions, and relatively immune to those
things about him that would have been stimuli if he had made another choice.

(p. 37)

Dewey believed that professional ends focused a learner’s means. He argued that
future professional intentions focused the learning process. For Dewey, continuity
mattered in the temporal sense—connecting past and present in ways that aim toward the
learner’s future. In making MBA education relevant, students established continuity
temporally, in ways that carried their past and present experiences into the future. For
example, Billie recalled that she enrolled in an MBA program in order to “understand
every aspect of how a business works” so that she could switch from a nonprofit
organization to a for-profit one. Through focusing on transforming herself from a
nonprofit leader to a business leader, Billie realized her intended outcome of changing
where she worked.

Interestingly, continuity as a theoretical construct appeared in both theories that
explain how relevance was made in this study. Thus, relevance-making in this study is
best explained by a blend of boundary crossing theory and Dewey’s theory of learning
from experience. By blending these theories, this study offers a deeper explanation for

how learning occurs at the boundary.
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Relevance-Making Model and Typology

This study presented a relevance-making model in Figure 4.3 that depicted the
content, process, and outcome of learning for participants in this study. A supporting
typology of relevance-making in Table 4.1 provided names and descriptions of ways that
participants in this study made their education relevant as they crossed the boundary
between school and work. This study’s relevance-making model and typology contribute
to the bodies of knowledge about how learning occurs across boundaries, attempting to
fill a gap that was identified by Akkerman and Bakker (2011b), who argued that “little is

known about what and how learning is constituted” (p. 2) at the boundary.

Implications for Research

Implications for further research are provided for content, process, outcome, and a
combination of all three. Research implications are also provided for the relevance-

making model and typology that were presented in Chapter 4.

Content

This study concluded that boundary objects are a useful construct for explaining
what objects crossed the boundary between the MBA program and students’ workplaces.
In developing this conclusion, this study adopted Wenger’s (1998, 2000) broader
depiction of boundary objects as artifacts, discourse, and procedures. However, the
majority of literature reviewed for this study adopted Star and Griesemer’s (1989) more
narrow depiction of boundary objects as only artifacts. Scholars of boundary crossing

theory should consider clarifying the various forms of boundary objects and, when
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appropriate, moving away from a narrow focus on artifacts (Star & Griesemer, 1989) and

toward a broader focus on artifacts, discourse, and procedures (Wenger, 1998, 2000).

Process

In this study, boundary crossing theory was concluded to be insufficient for
explaining how MBA students brokered learning at the boundary. More specifically, the
study concluded that boundary crossing theory does not adequately distinguish between
practice and self in its definitions of reflection and transformation mechanisms.
Akkerman and Bakker’s (2011b) definition of the reflection mechanism addresses
practice, but the result of reflection is described in relation to identity (or self). Their
definition of the transformation mechanism addresses practice, but does not mention self
as a possible focal point. Scholars of boundary crossing theory should explore differences
between self and practice for the learning mechanisms of reflection and transformation.
Additional research is needed to better understand the learning processes of inform and
transform and the focal points of self and practice in this study’s relevance-making

model.

Outcome

Even though this study found boundary crossing at the intrapersonal level,
research participants did not report evidence of boundary crossing at the interpersonal or
institutional levels. A limitation of this study is that only eight learning partners were
interviewed. Of those eight learning partners, six were affiliated with the educational
institution and two were affiliated with the MBA employer. Given the limited number of

learning partners in this study, the findings may have been skewed toward the
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intrapersonal level. Further research is needed to better understand if and how interaction
occurs at the interpersonal and institutional levels for business schools and MBA
employing organizations. Using a survey method, a researcher could collect and analyze
a larger data set of interactions between multiple MBA educators and employers. Using a
case study approach, a researcher could develop an in-depth description and analysis of
interactions between MBA educators and MBA employers for a single university or set

of universities.

Content, Process, and Outcome

This study revealed that relevance-making is best explained by a blend of
boundary crossing theory and Dewey’s theory of learning from experience. Boundary
objects are a useful construct for explaining what crossed the boundary between school
and work. Boundary crossing theory’s reflection and transformation mechanisms helped
to explain how MBA students brokered learning at the boundary. Intrapersonal boundary
crossing helped to explain at what level social interactions occurred between school and
work. Finally, boundary crossing theory offered an explanation for relevance-making as
contextual continuity or a sociocultural sameness in action or interaction across the
school-work boundary.

Dewey’s (1938) theory of learning from experience explains temporal continuity
or connections between past, present, and future as MBA students make their education
relevant through the discovery or realization of purpose. In addition, Dewey’s (1916)
process of inquiry provides a more detailed look at stepwise learning as it moves from
work to school. Therefore, scholars should blend boundary crossing theory and Dewey’s

theory of learning from experience, as well as other learning theories, for a deeper
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explanation of how students enrolled in MBA programs made their business education
relevant. Due to the limited scope of this study and its singular focus on working
professional MBA programs, further research in higher education, particularly in
undergraduate and graduate business education, is needed to affirm or refute this blended

explanation for relevance-making.

Relevance-Making Model and Typology

This study found that relevance-making differed by type and depended upon
students’ intentions. Students in the study mapped to one of four types of relevance-
making with three students each in Innovative Climbing, Identity Switching, and
Introspective Exploring and one student in Fast Founding. A limitation of this study is
that students were interviewed at a single point in time. Students who were interviewed
had MBA program tenures ranging from 10 months from orientation to 3 days after
graduation. At the time of the interviews, students in Introspective Exploring were
discovering their intentions, while students in the remaining types had already discovered
their intentions and were now realizing them. It is possible that with more time, students
in Introspective Exploring may have realized their intentions. It is also possible that with
more time, the content of learning that crossed the boundary for all types would increase.
It is possible that with less time, students in Innovative Climbing, Identity Switching, and
Fast Founding may not yet have realized their intentions. A longitudinal research study is
needed to determine whether and how students move from one type to another and what

that means for our understanding of relevance-making.
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Implications for Practice

Practice implications have been identified individually for content and
collectively across multiple elements of the study’s conceptual framework. Practice

implications are also provided for this study’s relevance-making model and typology.

Content

This study found that MBA students were more likely to use discourse objects
than artifact objects or procedure objects in relevance-making. This finding was further
interpreted to mean that artifact objects and procedure objects seemed unable to displace
discourse when they moved from school to work. It seemed that discourse was a
necessary ingredient for translating business concepts at work. If so, there is an
opportunity for business schools and MBA employing organizations to do more to create
the conditions for MBA students to employ discourse during relevance-making. As an
example, business schools could teach MBA students how to engage in meaningful
discourse in order to introduce and integrate business concepts from school into the
workplace. Furthermore, MBA employers could invite discourse at work about what
students are learning at school and whether and how those business concepts could be

applied in the workplace.

Process and Outcome

This study concluded that boundary crossing theory’s coordination mechanism, as
well as its institutional and interpersonal levels of interaction, were not observed. MBA
students crossed the boundary alone and took primary responsibility for brokering

learning between school and work in this study. Brokering occurred through social
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interactions on either side of the boundary. These conclusions call into question the role
of business schools and MBA employing organizations in relevance-making activities.
An opportunity exists for business schools and MBA employing organizations to do more
to employ the coordination mechanism at the interpersonal and institutional levels. As an
example, coordination at the interpersonal level could involve a faculty member and
managers of MBA students working together to design school-based projects for students
that had immediate applications in the workplace. Coordination at the institutional level
could involve an ongoing exchange of ideas around MBA curricular innovation among
institutions of higher education and organizations that employ their graduates.
Coordination at the institutional level could also involve a commission that is chartered
by the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business, the accrediting body for
more than 850 business schools around the world, and staffed by its member business
schools, to further examine the problem of MBA relevance, perhaps through the lens of

this study’s relevance-making model and typology.

Content, Process, and Outcome

This study found that MBA students made their business education relevant
through discovering or realizing their intentions for Innovative Climbing, Identity
Switching, Introspective Exploring, or Fast Founding. As such, MBA students should
declare their intent for pursuing graduate business education and use that intent to guide
their relevance-making activities at school and at work. For example, MBA students with
an intention for Identity Switching should declare their intention early and begin
relevance-making activities that would help them change how they see themselves and

how others see them so that they could change where they work. Perhaps this calls upon
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business schools to incorporate these four intentions, as well as other intentions, into their
admissions and marketing materials and to support students in making declarations
around intentions prior to or shortly after matriculation so that these students can

maximize the learning potential of boundaries.

Relevance-Making Model and Typology

This study found that MBA relevance-making differed by type and depended
upon students’ intentions for Innovative Climbing, Identity Switching, Introspective
Exploring, and Fast Founding. The Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of
Business recently approved new business school standards. One of the standards requires
a business school’s curriculum to remain relevant. In applying this relevance standard,
the association and its member business schools should consider that MBAs make their
business education relevant in different ways. Furthermore, any assessment of MBA
curricular relevance for the purposes of business school accreditation or reaccreditation

may consider the relevance-making model and typology found in this study.

Chapter 5 Summary

This chapter described the study’s interpretations, conclusions, and implications
for theory, further research, and practice. Importantly, the chapter also evaluated the
study’s original conceptual framework and revised it in light of the study’s interpretations
and conclusions. As depicted in the conceptual framework, this research interrogated
three things—the content, process, and outcome of learning across the school-work
boundary. Inquiring about the content of relevance-making, the study explored what or

who crosses boundaries. Inquiring about the process of relevance-making, the study
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examined how MBAs broker learning at the school-work boundary. Inquiring about the
outcome of learning at various levels, the study investigated at what level and to what end
interactions occurred.

As expected, this study concluded that boundary objects are a useful construct for
explaining what crossed the boundary between school and work and that intrapersonal
interaction is a useful construct for explaining at what level interactions occurred.
Surprisingly, this study also concluded that boundary crossing is a useful, but
insufficient, theory for answering questions about how MBAs broker learning at the
boundary and for answering questions about to what end learning occurred. These
lingering questions, and the unanticipated question of why relevance was made—through
discovering or realizing students’ intentions—Ied this researcher to Dewey (1916, 1938).
Dewey’s theory of learning from experience and his process of inquiry help us
understand relevance-making, particularly its process, outcome, and purpose, at a deeper
level. Complementing boundary crossing theory, Dewey unlocks relevance-making for
individuals, not for groups or organizations. After all, it is the individual MBA student

who makes his or her business education relevant.
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APPENDIX A:

INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN STUDY: SELF-REFERRED

Dear (insert student’s name),

Thank you for expressing interest in participating in educational research. You can learn
about the study by reviewing answers to the study’s key questions below.

What is being studied? The study aims to apply adult learning theory to questions
related to how students make business education relevant through learning as they cross
boundaries between school and work.

How is it being studied? Student participants will talk about their MBA learning
experiences in an interview that will last approximately 90 minutes. During the interview,
students will be asked to provide a name and contact information for someone (student
peer, employer or customer, for example) who has been impacted by their learning. Any
information these referred participants provide will be confidential.

Who can participate? Participants must meet the following criteria:
e are currently enrolled in an MBA degree program; and
e currently hold a part-time or full-time job where learning from their MBA
program is applied

How might you and your employer benefit from this study? Students may deepen
their learning by reflecting upon their MBA learning experiences. Employers may
consider how to better support employees in making management education relevant to
their work.

Who is conducting the research? The researcher is Connie Whittaker Dunlop. Connie is
conducting this research to fulfill the requirements for a doctoral degree. Connie is
working under the direction of the study’s principal investigator, Dr. Ellen Scully-Russ,
Associate Professor of Human and Organizational Learning at GW’s Graduate School of
Education and Human Development.

How can you get involved? Send an email to conniedunlop@gwmail.gwu.edu to express
your interest in participating in the study.

Ellen Scully-Russ, Ed.D. Connie Whittaker Dunlop
Associate Professor Doctoral Candidate

George Washington University George Washington University
scullyru@gwu.edu conniedunlop@gwmail.gwu.edu
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APPENDIX B:

INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN STUDY: REFERRAL

Dear (insert name),

Your classmate/coworker, (insert student’s name), has identified you as someone who
may be willing to participate in educational research. You can learn about the study by
reviewing answers to the study’s key questions below.

What is being studied? The study aims to apply adult learning theory to questions
related to how students make business education relevant through learning as they cross
boundaries between school and work.

How is it being studied? Student participants will talk about their MBA learning
experiences in an interview that will last approximately 90 minutes. During the interview,
students will be asked to provide a name and contact information for someone (employer
or customer, for example) who has been impacted by their learning. Any information that
participants provide will be confidential.

Who can participate? Participants must meet the following criteria:
e are currently enrolled in an MBA degree program; and
e currently hold a part-time or full-time job.

How might you and your employer benefit from this study? Students may deepen
their learning by reflecting upon their MBA learning experiences. Employers may
consider how to better support employees in making management education relevant to
their work.

Who is conducting the research? The researcher is Connie Whittaker Dunlop. Connie is
conducting this research to fulfill the requirements for a doctoral degree. Connie is
working under the direction of the study’s principal investigator, Dr. Ellen Scully-Russ,
Associate Professor of Human and Organizational Learning at GW’s Graduate School of
Education and Human Development.

How can you get involved? Send an email to conniedunlop@gwmail.gwu.edu to express
your interest in participating in the study.

Ellen Scully-Russ, Ed.D. Connie Whittaker Dunlop
Associate Professor Doctoral Candidate

George Washington University George Washington University
scullyru@gwu.edu conniedunlop@gwmail.gwu.edu
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APPENDIX C:

PARTICIPANT QUESTIONNAIRE

Name:

Date:

Phone number:

Email address:

DEMOGRAPHICS
Age:

Gender:

Race:

EDUCATION
Currently enrolled in School of Business? Yes No
Currently pursuing an MBA? Yes No
Name of MBA degree program:

Type of MBA format (cohort, self-paced, online, hybrid):

Date of enrollment: Date of expected graduation:

Which core courses have you completed?

EMPLOYMENT

Industry name:

Function name:

Employer name:

Position name:

Employment status: Full-time Part-time Other
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APPENDIX D:

PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT

Degrees of Relevance:
A Qualitative Study of Learning that Crosses the Boundary
Between School and Work
IRB #021822

You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. Ellen Scully-
Russ of George Washington’s Department of Human and Organizational Learning.
Taking part in this research is entirely voluntary. Your academic standing will not, in any
way, be affected should you choose not to participate or if you decide to withdraw from
the study at any time.

The purpose of this study is to respond to claims that business education is irrelevant by
applying adult learning theory to questions related to what and how learning crosses the
boundary between school and work for practicing managers enrolled in an MBA degree
program.

If you choose to take part in this study, you will meet with the researcher for an interview
that will last approximately 90 minutes. The interview will include questions about your
learning experiences. You may refuse to answer any questions. The researcher may
request an additional interview at a later date. The researcher may also request copies of
objects that have crossed the school-work boundary. If you provide such objects, the
researcher asks that you remove any personally identifiable information from the object
before sharing it with the researcher. You may cease to participate in the study at any
time.

Possible risks that you could incur by participating in this study include the failure to
understand the purpose and involvement of the research and the danger of a breach of
confidentiality of interview data or field notes. Every effort will be made to fully inform
you about the study, as well as keep your information confidential; however,
confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. You may select a pseudonym to disguise your
name. The pseudonym will be used in the research report. Furthermore, specific details
(such as employer name) will be eliminated or changed so as not to compromise your
privacy. If you agree, quotes from your interview may be used in reporting on the
research either in the original research report or in journal articles, other publications,
and/or presentations about this study. Your interview will be recorded and transcribed
and the audio recordings will be secured when they are not in use and destroyed at the
conclusion of the study.

Participant benefits are possible for faculty, students, and employers. Faculty may
consider the content and process of relevant graduate management education when
designing MBA curricula, including leveraging the boundary to bring work experiences
into the learning environment. Students may deepen their learning by reflecting upon
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their MBA learning experiences. Employers may consider how to better support
employees in making management education relevant to their work.

The Office of Human Research of George Washington University (202-994-2715) can
provide further information about your rights as a research participant. Dr. Ellen Scully-
Russ, Associate Professor of Human and Organizational Learning (703-726-3768 or
scullyru@gwu.edu) or Connie Dunlop, doctoral candidate and researcher (703-606-8486
or conniedunlop@gwmail.gwu.edu), can provide further information about this study.

At the beginning of the interview, you will review this consent form and may verbally
agree to participate in the study, to select (or not to select) a pseudonym, and to use (or
not use) your exact quotations. Your willingness to participate in this research is implied
if you proceed.
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APPENDIX E:

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL: STUDENT

Open

Introductions
Informed consent
Overview of the interview

Boundary

Describe the work that you do.
What knowledge is required to effectively perform at work?
What type of knowledge is valued by your work group? By your organization?

Describe your MBA educational experience.
What knowledge is required to effectively perform at school?
What type of knowledge is valued by your MBA faculty? By your MBA peers?

In what ways are work and school knowledge or practices similar?
In what ways are work and school knowledge or practices different?
How would you describe the boundary that separates school and work?

Boundary Crossing

Think about a time when you introduced something from school into your workplace.
You may have introduced an idea, concept, terminology, skill, framework, process, or
practice.

What was the idea, concept, terminology, skill, framework, process, or practice that
you introduced?

What actions did you take?

What existing traits and/or competencies did you call upon in yourself?

What, if any, factors enabled the introduction?

What, if any, factors disrupted the introduction?

What outcomes did you and/or your team/organization achieve as a result of this
introduction?

Was there an object that accompanied the introduction, such as a presentation,
spreadsheet, memo, etc.? If so, may | get a copy of it?

Who was impacted by this introduction? Who might be open to discussing this
introduction with me? Do | have your permission to contact him or her?

How did this introduction make you feel?

Think about a time when you introduced something from work into your school
environment. You may have introduced an idea, concept, terminology, skill,
framework, process, or practice.

What was an idea, concept, terminology, skill, framework, process, or practice that
you introduced?
What actions did you take?
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What existing traits and/or competencies did you call upon in yourself?

What, if any, factors enabled the introduction?

What, if any, factors disrupted the introduction?

What outcomes did you and/or your classmates/faculty achieve as a result of this
introduction?

Was there an object that accompanied the introduction, such as a presentation,
spreadsheet, memo, etc.? If so, may | get a copy of it?

Who was impacted by this introduction? Who might be open to discussing this
introduction with me? Do | have your permission to contact him or her?

How did this introduction make you feel?

Please share any additional introductions that you have made. (Repeat questions
above.)

Learning Across the Boundary

For each introduction that you made, what did you learn?
» For yourself?

» For your workplace?

» For your school?

How did this learning occur?

Were you able to identify similarities or overlap between school and work practices?
If so, how?

Were you able to coordinate diverse school and work practices? If so, how?

Did you uncover differences between school and work practices? If yes, how did these
differences inform your own and others’ practices?

Did you change a school or work practice? If so, how?

(Repeat questions for each introduction that was made.)

Close

What is the single most important idea, concept, skill, framework, or insight that you
have taken away from the MBA learning experience?

What is the single most important idea, concept, skill, framework, or insight that you
have brought to the MBA learning experience (for your own or others’ learning)?

Is there anything else that you think that I should know?
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APPENDIX F:

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL: LEARNING PARTNER AT SCHOOL

Open

* Introductions

» Informed consent

* Overview of the interview

Boundary

» Describe your MBA educational experience.

* What knowledge is required for him/her to effectively perform at school?

* What type of knowledge is valued by your MBA faculty? By your MBA peers?

Boundary Crossing
* Remind the person of the critical incident that the student described.

» Do you recall this incident? Can you explain what happened from your perspective?
* What was the idea, concept, terminology, skill, framework, process, or practice that he
or she introduced?
» What actions did he or she take?
» What existing traits and/or competencies did he or she call upon in himself or
herself?
* What, if any, factors enabled the introduction?
* What, if any, factors disrupted the introduction?
» Was there an object that accompanied the introduction, such as a presentation,
spreadsheet, memo, etc.? If so, may | get a copy of it?
» What outcomes did your MBA student and/or you/your team/your organization
achieve as a result of this introduction?
» How did this introduction make you feel?

» Please share any additional introductions that your MBA student has made. (Repeat
questions above.)

Learning across the Boundary

» For each introduction that you have described, what did you learn?
» For yourself?
* For your team?
» For your organization?

» How did this learning occur?
» Were you or your fellow student able to identify similarities or overlap between
school and work practices? If so, how?
» Were you or your fellow student able to coordinate diverse school and work
practices? If so, how?
» Did you or your fellow student uncover differences between school and work
practices? If yes, how did these differences inform your own and others’ practices?
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» Did you or your fellow student change a school practice? If so, how?
(Repeat questions for each introduction that was made.)

Close

How do you think the student has changed as a result of the MBA experience?

What is the single most important contribution that the student has made to the
classroom as a result of his or her MBA?

Is there anything else that you think that I should know?
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APPENDIX G:

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL: LEARNING PARTNER AT WORK

Open

* Introductions

* Informed consent

* Overview of the interview

Boundary

» Describe the work that (insert student’s name) does.

» What knowledge is required for him/her to effectively perform at work?

» What type of knowledge is valued by your work group? By your organization?

Boundary Crossing
* Remind the person of the critical incident that the student described.

» Do you recall this incident? Can you explain what happened from your perspective?
* What was the idea, concept, terminology, skill, framework, process, or practice that he
or she introduced?
» What actions did he or she take?
» What existing traits and/or competencies did he or she call upon in himself or
herself?
* What, if any, factors enabled the introduction?
* What, if any, factors disrupted the introduction?
» Was there an object that accompanied the introduction, such as a presentation,
spreadsheet, memo, etc.? If so, may | get a copy of it?
* What outcomes did your MBA student and/or you/your team/organization achieve as a
result of this introduction?
» How did this introduction make you feel?

» Please share any additional introductions that your MBA student has made. (Repeat
questions above.)

Learning across the Boundary

» For each introduction that you have described, what did you learn?
» For yourself?
* For your team?
» For your organization?

* How did this learning occur?
» Were you or your student able to identify similarities or overlap between school
and work practices? If so, how?
» Were you or your student able to coordinate diverse school and work practices? If
so, how?
» Did you or your student uncover differences between school and work practices? If
yes, how did these differences inform your own and others’ practices?
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» Did you or your student change a work practice? If so, how?
* (Repeat questions for each introduction that was made.)
Close
» How do you think the student has changed as a result of their MBA experience?

* What is the single most important contribution that the student has made to the
workplace as a result of their MBA?

* Is there anything else that you think that I should know?
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