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Using Information Technology to Experience Ethics in the Business Class

Paul Miesing and Eliot H. Rich

State University of New York at Albany

Business managers are challenged to work collaboratively, leverage technology, and gather information from sources around the world. Where do tomorrow’s managers learn the skills to perform these tasks today? This chapter describes a business ethics course that combines interactive technology with classroom learning. The State University of New York created the Sloan Learning Network to match hardware and software with administrative, technical, and educational staff. This course augments conventional campus courses by providing opportunities to interact outside class parameters. Traditional courses can apply elements of organizational learning theory to computer-supported cooperative work. We discuss how the classroom can become a learning organization with the use of enabling technology. We conclude with our future plans for using information technology to experience ethics in the business class and propose how to design similar course applications. In summary, you should encourage collaborative work and group achievement by using experiential materials and techniques, stressing dialogue between class participants, and replacing conventional lecture notes with electronic media. However, be careful of the technical and conceptual tradeoffs and expect as execution problems.

Computer technology is changing business education in many ways. Through its effects on course design and delivery, technology is a catalyst for creating the knowledge and skills students take with them on their jobs and use through their careers. In reviewing these instructional technologies, Reinhardt (1995) outlines the technology implications of changing educational paradigms. For instance, classroom lectures are yielding to individual exploration with the help of networked PCs providing access to information. Students who are active apprentices rather than passive absorbers require skills development and simulations. Classes that emphasize team learning over individual work now have collaborative tools and electronic mail available. The omniscient teacher is being replaced by the teacher as guide who has access to experts over a network. Fast-changing content requires networks and an increasingly diverse student population requires a variety of teaching methods.

One of the big advantages of on-line classes is that students do not have to attend at a specific time: they do the course work and interact with the professor and other students day or night ( whenever it’s convenient for them. Such asynchronous learning is the capability to deliver courses anytime and anyplace ( and sometimes to anyone. An approach where students interact with the instructor and collaborate among themselves enriches learning by providing an active and relevant environment, integrating diverse elements of the curriculum, and offering realistic hands-on experiences. We expect the numerous accomplishments to include enhanced satisfaction, greater convenience, more efficient communication, lower costs, higher program completion rates and mastery levels, increased collaboration, self-pacing, and career success.

Many of these changing educational views are the focus for the course described in this chapter. The first technology, Lotus Notes©, supports an electronic forum for professors and students in far-flung locations, allowing them to work and learn collaboratively and share documents, graphics, images, and video. It is the current groupware benchmark permitting individuals to share information, with an architecture that supports many types of applications. For instance, its e-mail discussions, database management, and multimedia communication can replace a listserver or Usenet newsgroup with individuals posting multiple parallel messages under appropriate topic headings. Halal and Liebowitz (1994) claim that Lotus Notes “is now being used by several million employees who work together at a distance on consensus building, brainstorming, technical tasks, writing reports, or any other type of teamwork. As time moves on, the growth of networking will facilitate the wide use of these methods for collaborative working relationships of any type around the globe, forming a new type of organization that has been called the ‘virtual corporation’” (p. 23).

New York University’s Virtual College became one of its early academic adopters by offering courses in applied information systems and virtual workgroups. This technology also permits classes to simulate the business world. After all, few jobs require individuals to work in large groups organized by functional topics that meet weekly. In discussing the liberating role of information technology (IT), Massy and Zemsky (1995) state: “IT enables students to work at their own pace with continuous assessment, in contrast to the traditional post-secondary education method, which can be described as batch-processing with episodic assessment” (p. 4). Using an interactive case with details that emerge as the course progresses provides students an opportunity to develop their own ideas, collaborate, and prepare for the real workplace environment. It is also easier to invite guest speakers and outside experts into a virtual pub or cafe to chat with participants and share their opinions. Of course, this approach can also increase students’ burdens by requiring them to know both the technology and the course content.

A complement to Notes is the World Wide Web, an increasingly popular part of the information superhighway. It is also easy to use, has great graphics, and handles multimedia. It was therefore the external information platform for this course. Using Internet resources provided students an opportunity to examine current issues by scanning the “virtual” business environment so that data from the real world enters the curriculum. While Lotus Notes created a “virtual classroom,” the Internet became a “virtual textbook.” Used together, these can permit both scale economies and individualized self-paced learning where everyone participates freely. Through their contributions and research, students directly influence the tone and direction of the course. Both of these technologies have the potential to alter group decision processes which should in turn broaden student perspectives and enhance overall learning. Successful adaptation, however, requires more than establishing the infrastructure and training students to use the tools. It requires a new set of assumptions, facilitation protocols, skills in managing larger (and probably more diverse) groups, and tolerance for longer reaction times to effectively match the tool to the task. It is also similar to working in and managing a learning organization.

“Business Ethics” Course: Initial Design and Delivery

Courses in business ethics typically explore issues of leadership and values and how they determine relationships between business and its stakeholders. As such they aim to sensitize students to the socio-political context of economic organizations by familiarizing them with the philosophical and pragmatic bases of business firms. These courses also deal with ethical dilemmas managers face operating in today’s highly competitive arena. Forcing students to focus on the roles and responsibilities of large corporations as institutions and centers of power and how to channel it into constructive social purposes prepares them to participate in the dialogue between business managers and their critics. So, business ethics provides a forum and opportunity to discuss crucial, contentious, and controversial issues.

Moreover, this course deals with current business issues. Most firms and their managers face increasing environmental turbulence as well as intensifying non-market pressures (e.g., ethical standards and moral expectations, government demands and influences, foreign trade conflicts). Equally important are considerations of what business ultimately means in terms of human fulfillment and moral merit, and how to make markets efficient and equitable in meeting those ends. Today’s managers must deal with a broader non-traditional set of stakeholders and new forms of political action. Widely divergent groups and individuals with differing or conflicting values and criteria constantly evaluate managers’ actions. For competent defense of the capitalist system and for legitimate adjustments to it, managers must become familiar with today’s critical issues and arguments from many perspectives.

An on-line asynchronous Business Ethics course was designed to meet these purposes. The course had been taught in a conventional MBA class and then broadcast from a television studio to adult students across New York State during 1992-1994. Over the following year, extensive time (equivalent to one course) was required to convert the course to Lotus Notes and develop additional materials to facilitate student electronic interaction by simulating a fictitious firm. To provide the necessary support, the State University of New York created the Sloan Learning Network to serve several participating campuses. This infrastructure includes administrative, technical, and educational staff as well as the hardware and software for both the central location and local student computer laboratories. Students were encouraged to purchase a personal computer and software was included in their fees. Computer laboratories were available on participating SUNY campuses to accommodate students who did not have a computer. While it is expensive to initiate multimedia-based programs, these investments can dramatically increase student learning retention while cutting time and costs in half (Halal & Liebowitz, 1994), making them a competitive alternative to traditional bricks and mortar, library volumes, and other physical manifestations of a traditional campus.

The course was initially taught during the Spring 1996 semester through SUNY’s Empire State College, the “college without walls” with offices throughout the state offering courses that range from individual tutoring to distance education. The objective was to deliver courses to remote off-campus locations, either in students’ homes or at regional learning support sites at regional community colleges. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first approach that attempted to use groupware for a business ethics course. Approximately 20 students initially enrolled (a precise number is difficult to ascertain because the institution permits registration and withdraws at various times and there is no central repository of the information) and a dozen satisfactorily completed it. Three resided outside New York State and all but two were undergraduate students. Most were returning to school after a lengthy absence.

The fictitious company, Empire Systems Corp., was designed as a large diversified multinational company participating in the manufacturing, services, and high-technology sectors. The role of students was to report to the General Manager of a newly-created Department of Business Ethics (i.e., instructor). They engaged in a three-month simulated on-the-job training program, during which time they were to grow into seasoned business professionals. The jargon intentionally put them in this role: firmly believing that education is not a spectator sport, they were referred to as participants rather than students and we held staff meetings instead of classes.

Lotus Notes “databases” initiated and coordinated the activities. The initial database was the Participant Handbook where students reviewed material on-line. This database contained the company Newsletter as the integrating mechanism that described expectations and where students kept abreast of latest company developments. An Annual Report provided context to the decision problems. To give students the “big picture,” the database also contained the Theoretical Framework they explored during the first month.

They then perused any six of nine available In-Basket databases of current issues, approximately one every week, that contained conventional theory on business ethics topics and miscellaneous memos developed by the instructor and from public documents. In essence, their personal computer became an assessment center containing information, assignments, and problems. They had to make sense of a multitude of information every time they began their work, acting consistently with corporate and government policies and aware of ethical risks, and recommend remedial action. As they completed an in-basket, they posted their Lessons Learned and took a Self-Paced Exam.

The course intentionally became more collaborative as the semester progressed. Building on their individual work, students moved on to discussion groups in the Communications database where they congregated around a Water Cooler and held Staff Meetings. It’s also the place to get more information about the company by requesting a Consultant Briefing with an expert adviser or Management Interviews simulating employees interacting with virtual managers and executives. The instructor used these roles to modify the simulation. 

Finally, participants used the course’s prescribed Analytical Steps thus assuring a uniform framework for action. To help students find information relevant to the session topics and issues, they went on Internet Search and Share scavenger hunts and told their classmates of their discoveries. Throughout the course, they contributed to the Recommended Actions database that formed the basis for the groups’ action plans submitted at the end of the course. During the last weeks of the course, students jointly developed one of three final products: the CEO’s Speech introducing the changes to the organization, a new Code of Conduct, and a Re-Organization plan.

A study session begins when a participant turns on the computer and starts the Lotus Notes software program. They first establish an on-line connection to the dedicated network computer and download (“replicate”) copies of the latest versions of course documents onto the local computer. (This process is relatively straightforward and takes only a few minutes for simple documents.) Students then begin working on the course. The primary course activities ( reading, writing, conducting research, and discussing ( are similar to a traditional course, except they occur on a computer. After finishing a coursework session, students reconnect to the network and upload copies of the new or revised documents to the network computer (again “replicate”) where other participants can access them.

Reading activities consist of reading lecture notes, assignments, and comments by other students on the computer screen. (Anyone preferring reading documents on paper can also produce printed versions of these documents.) Writing activities are also similar to traditional courses ( assignments, term papers, exams ( only they too occur on a computer. These assignments may be sent to the professor only, shared with specific classmates via e-mail, or shared with all students in a document database. Research activities consist of reading, analyzing, or searching for documents that are either in print or electronic form. These documents may be in a Lotus Notes library database, somewhere on the Internet, or available through a college library.

On-line discussions differ from traditional classroom discussions in several ways: they involve writing rather than speaking; participants do not have to be in the same place at the same time; and a complete written record of the discussion is always available. The intent was to increase interactions with the instructor to accommodate personal learning style and pace, permit active student-centered learning that emphasizes individual responsibility, and encourage collaboration among participants to foster group cohesion and organization learning. To engage in an on-line discussion, students simply read on their computer screen the previous discussion of the topic. They can then write a response (again on the computer screen) to the topic or comment about another student. Responses will be available to the others the next time they update the network computer. Students must move beyond covering already existing information by articulating their own positions, synthesizing or extending other views, and applying their studies to their unique situations. Instructors are unable to merely repeat past lectures. Their challenge is to become more flexible, serendipitous, and engage their students to address deeper questions. Classes will continuously improve and contribute to the knowledge base.

An on-line discussion can generate lively and stimulating interactions between students since they have more opportunities to express their own ideas and interact with others than in a traditional course. If participants have more time to reflect on what they want to say (or in this case, write), responses are often more thoughtful then they would be in a live classroom discussion. They can also be much longer, so instructors should consider limiting the volume. In addition, students need to invest time learning the basics of Lotus Notes software so they can send e-mail messages and participate in computer conferences to take advantage of these opportunities for frequent on-line interactions. Hence, taking a Notes-based computer course will initially require at least as much time as a comparable classroom course.

Organizational Learning Theory and Computer-Supported Cooperative Work

Information and teams are central for organizational learning to occur (Dodgson, 1993; Garvin, 1993; Huber, 1991; Nevis, DiBella, & Gould, 1995). For instance, Garvin defines learning organizations as “skilled at creating, acquiring and transferring knowledge, and at modifying their behavior to reflect new knowledge and insights” (1993, p. 80). In addition, organizational learning must be ongoing, detecting and correcting problems at the systemic level. Argyris and Schön (1978) coined “double-loop learning” to describe this process, which others have called “higher-level” (Fiol & Lyles, 1985) or “generative” (Senge, 1990) learning. Information sharing is crucial for organizations highly interdependent with stakeholders requiring strong relationships. Learning occurs easier in empowered environments with cross-functional teams that quickly and easily communicate, cooperate, and interact because of their openness and trust. Cross-functional teams achieve this through a system-wide perspective of the organization (Nevis et al., 1995). Table 1 demonstrates how computer-supported cooperative work can contribute to organizational learning.

Please insert Table 1 about here

Karash, moderator for the “learning-org” listserv, compiled a collage of views of a learning organization from the group (1996). According to the members, a primary reason was superior performance and competitive advantage that occurs from improving quality, converting common organization resources into unique competencies, and continuous improvement. Another explanation was to be innovative by encouraging creative ideas and permitting risks. A third reason was personal, including spiritual well-being and the satisfaction of working in a learning organization. Some said it increased their ability to manage change by providing fundamental new ways of thinking and acting. Similarly, learning organizations better understand themselves and their environments, critical interdependencies, and the world as a complex system. Learning organizations also energize the work force, thereby gaining its commitment, giving people hope for the future, valuing everyone’s opinions, increasing self-esteem and sense of worth, offering continued growth and development, and empowering people to effect change. Finally, they expand boundaries by building communities and challenging people to stretch beyond their perceived limits, thereby giving organizations the possibilities to discover who they are, where they want to go, and define the quality of life they wish to pursue. These observations are similar to those developed years ago by Zander (1977) in describing why individuals choose to participate in work groups and what helps them succeed: clear goals, a sense of purpose, and identifying with the purpose of the group.

It is a truism that teams accomplish more than individuals particularly when synergy among team members increases overall performance. According to Katzenbach and Smith (1993), “Teams outperform individuals acting alone . . . especially when performance requires multiple skills, judgments, and experiences” (p. 9). To achieve this requires group dynamics whereby members must share ideas, are receptive to opinions of others, are willing to make accommodations, and alter their thinking and behavior. Teams can also be a potent agent for organizational change. Finally, most of the “new age management” theories rely on teamwork. For instance, any attempt to move from an hierarchical to a flat organization structure increases the reliance on teams (Tapscott & Caston, 1993). Business process re-engineering also relies on collaboration to develop a shared vision and achieve a goal of understanding (Davenport, 1993). While workflow changes are crucial in the re-engineered organization to reshape activities, collaboration between actors in the revised process might not occur.

Groups have several functions. First, they communicate. Exchanging information is invaluable in any organization and is the process by which organizations learn. Second, groups collaborate. Working together generates better solutions than individuals could on their own. Next, groups coordinate. In this way they efficiently combine their efforts. Moreover, they also foster commitment. Dedication to the task at hand and emotional ties to one’s fellow teammates increases the level of effort, commitment, and persistence. Finally, groups constrain uncertainty. To the extent to which they share information and work together they increase the chance of achieving a desired course of action.

A primary strength of group interaction is the resultant process gains. Simply exchanging more information improves the work of the members. Also, synergistic interactions enhance the group’s overall performance. Individuals stimulate and encourage each other. Finally, groups enhance the personal learning of its members by permitting imitation of more skilled members. These group process gains are tempered by individual process losses. For example, some members might fear a negative evaluation. There might also be pressures to conform that inhibit an otherwise creative solution or commitment from a high-achiever. There are also several process losses for the group. Free riders might require resources or energy from the group without contributing anything in turn. Or, a dominating individual could prevent others from contributing fully. A group that is too friendly might avoid criticizing one another, leading to the “groupthink” phenomenon. Another problem is that cognitive limitations might cause information overload. Finally, it might be difficult to coordinate all group members.

Conventional Management Information Systems help break down organizational boundaries but do little to support group activities. The transaction-oriented software model limits collaboration both technically and operationally. These systems interact with data not with individuals. Coordination is similarly difficult to attain. And it is difficult to build social commitment to information systems. While MIS has had a limited role in enhancing organizational learning, advances in information technology has increasingly supported group work by providing computer support for collaboration. Group interactions supported by technology is referred to as “Computer Supported Cooperative Work” (Grudin, 1991, p. 6). CSCW is concerned with how groups work and seeks to discover how technology ( especially computers ( can assist them (Ellis, Gibbs, & Rein, 1991). Groupware is the technology used to support collaborative work (Johansen, Sibbet, Benson, Martin, Mittman, & Saffo, 1991; Opper & Fersko-Weiss, 1992). According to Ellis et al. (1991), groupware consists of “[c]omputer-based systems that support groups of people engaged in a common task (or goal) and that provide an interface to a shared environment” (p. 40). CSCW stresses the outcome or product while groupware is the enabling technology.

Effective implementation of groupware exploits group facilitation protocols. Not only do our rules and roles differ when we work in a group, but a mediator or facilitator must know what each person brings to the group. This does not mean that groups cannot or should not create and share new protocols. The group composition will change, either permanently as people join or leave the group or temporarily as people step out of the group for a short period. In fact, it may be easier to bring the appropriate people to a group if they do not need to be there physically. As groups become less formal over time, members might have to accept more rambling and a loss of control and power.

Groupware will lead to successful organizational learning and change to the extent to which it enhances operating procedures, improves strategic thinking, and furthers constructive group processes. As a method to modify organization logistics, groupware will cause better workflow and reduce costs of operations. As the repository for institutional memory, groupware will leverage information capital to develop better strategies. As the coordination device, groupware will increase the number of information and decision networks, encourage creativity, and lead to member commitment and openness ( all of which will improve group dynamics.

Information Technology and the Classroom as a Learning Organization

Both Drexel University and the State University of New York (SUNY) are major recipients of Sloan Foundation grants to support asynchronous learning. (Table 2 compares SUNY’s approach to Drexel’s.) Drexel claims to be the first to offer interactive network-based asynchronous courses. While it taught information and software systems design, Andriole, Lytle, and Monsanto (1995) believe the approach can be applied to other course offerings and even to entire professional degree programs. Before reaching this conclusion, the Asynchronous Learning Network (ALN) model should be distinguished from what is commonly called “distance education.” ALN applies to local learners on a conventional college campus, whereas many distance education courses emphasize synchronous lecturing that is place-dependent and often delivered over television. Interaction of some sort is occasionally possible, but is rather limited to during lectures. In contrast, ALN facilitates connections between people so it stresses interaction at all times and de-emphasizes lectures. Finally, the key components of ALN technology (computers, communications, and groupware) exist mainly to link people to each other and to provide a framework for their interaction. This does not require creating special multimedia or other learning software (as in computer-aided instruction).

Please insert Table 2 about here

Successfully implementing instructional technology requires properly matching the tool to the task at hand. The use of Lotus Notes described above is well-suited for Drexel’s computer science courses as the material lends itself to structured independent work. However, a course that requires interaction and collaboration needs more from technology than electronic course material; it must support group activity and commitment, and create an atmosphere that encourages dialogue and mutual understanding. Moving from the classroom to a groupware environment creates numerous challenges for a course focused on group understanding rather than individual achievement. The ability of the instructor to monitor and direct interactions diminishes.

Research on the role of facilitators in group work (Bostrom, Anson, & Clawson, 1993; Anson, Bostrom, & Wynne, 1995) has shown the importance of their effects on group satisfaction: while instructors go beyond the role of facilitator, their physical presence affects the content, quality, and quantity of discussion. The loss of a common meeting place and time should likely affect the outcomes of the group as well (3M Meeting Management Team, 1987). Galegher and Kraut (1994) found that their MBA students, engaged in collective writing tasks through computer, were less satisfied and had more difficulty completing work than those who worked face-to-face.

All is not lost outside the classroom, however. Several studies found groupware to have a positive effect on some elements of group process previously thought to be operationally constrained. Steiner (1972) summarized a number of studies on optimal work group size and identified numerous conditions where adding individuals to a work group diminished the satisfaction and incremental output of the activity. In re-examining this issue, Diehl and Strobe (1987) found that much of the losses in group productivity as size grew were due to production blocking that limited individual ability to express new ideas. Nunamaker, Dennis, Valacich, Vogel, and George (1991) found that technology-supported groups of much larger size could remain productive, using computers to retain concepts and ideas over time. In addition, the needs of the individuals in the group may change during the group’s life cycle suggesting that the technology employed to support the group may also have to adapt.

Johnson-Lenz & Johnson-Lenz (1982) coined the term groupware but DeSanctis and Gallupe (1987) first classified team technologies by time and place. Rather than assume that a single technology fits all aspects of the group relationship, we refine their taxonomy by matching the phases of team development with the types of groupware support needed to facilitate them. (Table 3 presents these group process requirements through the course’s life cycle.)

Please insert Table 3 about here

Synchronous/Same Place. Early stages of a group project (“Orientation” and “Trust Building”) bring each participant into the team. Building a common agenda for the group, gaining commitment to its task, and learning about the other participants requires social interaction. Ignorance of the other participants, their backgrounds, or reputations makes participants hesitant to fully interact, and unresolved issues can create isolation and distance. Resolving these issues enables each individual to comfortably fit into the group. These needs are best satisfied by allowing the group to meet, electronically but preferably in person, at the same time (synchronous) and the same place. One example is group decision support systems (GDSS), which enable users to gather, discuss an issue, and formulate ideas towards a resolution. Studies have found that this approach results in wider participation in decisions, faster exchange of ideas, better ownership and consensus, simultaneous processing, less negative behavior, and memory of the meeting. Alavi (1994) found GDSS supported collaborative learning by leading to higher levels of perceived skill development, self-reported learning, and significantly higher final test grades for her 127 MBA students. On the other hand, some people do not work well at computers. Moreover, this approach does not solve all the issues of participation and might even exacerbate other problems. So while there is greater idea generation, it comes at the expense of individual satisfaction. Overall, there are more frequent ideas in anonymous groups and ones that encourage criticism. Satisfaction is higher when members are identified and free of criticism (Northcraft & Neale, 1994). Some argue that creativity does not result.

Synchronous/Distributed. The next stages of group work (“Goal Clarification” and “Commitment/Decision Making”) create the group goals and joint agreement on how to attain them. If the first stages of group formation are successful, the individuals are able to get past their initial personal concerns to focus on group outcomes and strategy. In the best situations, the group members develop a shared vision of the outcomes. While a need for synchronous work remains, it is less important to meet together. A “media space” using video cameras to link remote offices was found to support both informal and formal meetings and encourage spontaneous social interactions. It also required new social protocols and was difficult to configure and re-configure (Bly, Harrison, & Irwin, 1993). A collaborative editing experiment which allowed multiple users to review and modify the same text simultaneously provided more access to private files, parallel and flexible work without disrupting the “work session,” better outcome focus and less social interaction, and rare editing conflicts (Ellis et al., 1991). On the other hand, synchronous distributed meetings require more concentration, there is less social interaction, and group interfaces are more difficult to design and implement.

Asynchronous/Distributed. Once the group has successfully managed to develop its goals and planned for managing them, individuals do not have to be in synchronous contact. The “Implementation” and “High-Performance” stages reflect a well-defined set of individual tasks with collaboration only as needed. Synergistic effects occur as participants work together and share information over time. This is analogous to Usenet newsgroups: while they are readily accessible and relatively anonymous, they are also unstructured, have frequent information overload, are difficult to reorganize, and are easily spammed. Nunamaker et al. (1991) found that distributed groups focus more on tasks than proximate groups because they lack of social distractions. So while electronically facilitated meetings do not always yield the “best” answer, they do cut down the time required to get to an answer. Lotus Notes is well-suited for asynchronous and distributed discussions with its databases that can contain hypertext links and a graphical user interface (GUI) for presentation and retrieval.

Synchronous/Same Place (revisited). The final stage is group “Renewal,” a time when a project team looks back at what they learned and adapts to a new set of challenges. Here, successful teams rebuild their strength and consider whether they should continue. Again, the necessity for interactive dynamics suggests that a face-to-face process leads to the greatest success. Technology to exchange information is only one part of distance learning. It does not by itself lead to organization or cultural change. It is equally important to meet the social needs of the participants, the group, and the context. We therefore postulate that a collaborative project at the end of the course needs the same type of team building steps as a workplace team. This implies that we need to promote interactions early in the semester to replace the socialization that occurs in the classroom. As the class continues, the agenda is well understood and the project is well-defined so individuals may become more independent and the group more interactive. If there is no foundation for teamwork, the students may well fail in their collaborative efforts. In fact, one of the disappointments in the business ethics class is the lack of genuine and extended dialogue. While students answered the instructor’s questions, few responded to each others’ queries or answers.

Predictions and Future Plans

While Lotus Notes is currently the industry standard and is more secure than the Internet (though not invulnerable), it is also expensive to set up and maintain in terms of licensing and network administration overhead. Notes demonstrated the effectiveness of a cross-platform architecture to facilitate workflow and disseminate information but the Internet (and intranet) explosion has utilized the same concepts. The Internet will become better at doing what Notes does, and will likely predominate for some applications. At the same time, Notes is incorporating the Web and many of the Internet’s features, permitting documents to become home pages and incorporate sites of other home pages. As for group process, Notes has been successful in collecting data and establishing new pathways and internal networks. The Internet needs software to better integrate group dynamics. Neither has been successful in other important areas of group work requiring “Synchronous/Distributed” tools, although there is also a growth of parallel Internet-like networks. As the Internet and Lotus Notes merge, we expect electronic communications to focus internally by emphasizing intranets. Content will remain important but there will also be an emphasis on more interaction as personal views and opinions are rapidly exchanged. Both trends will find their way to instructional technology.

The next phase of this project is to assess the results of the initial course delivery. We are currently examining user activities of databases, results of self-paced exams, and reported lessons learned. We also conducted a survey of participants to better understand the dimensions discussed in this chapter. Several changes are planned for the databases and delivery design based on the results to date. The initial design was very complicated, posing technical complexities to the instructor and cognitive challenges to students. The new design combines the multitude of databases into one and reorganizes the activities into a simpler framework. This scheme will exploit the convergence of the Internet and Notes by making the course available on the Web to link several classes at other universities, thereby enhancing everyone’s experiences. Because the title, “Business Ethics,” connotes certain impressions we will refer to the course as “The Social, Political, and Ethical Dimensions of Business.” Indeed, Massy and Zemsky (1995) suggest technology not be used to address “questions of meaning and value, of culture and philosophy” (p. 5) ( precisely the traditional domain of business ethics and the reason for much of its controversy in most business programs.

The second change is to better integrate our understanding of groupware and group process into the course structure. We plan to require students to attend an introductory session the first weekend and a concluding all-day session at the course’s completion. These introductory and concluding sessions would underscore the distinct starting and ending events. The first day of the introductory session (training and commitment to role) would provide an orientation that presents the technical material and the simulated organization. All “References” (Annual Report, Newsletter, Theoretical Framework, Internet) will be compiled and distributed in a folder along with other pertinent documents. A more elaborate description of the organization and related memos and in-basket items is planned for this revised version. The second day would build trust and commitment through a team-building exercise centered around roles in the organization. The “Activities” are asynchronous and self-paced, so they can be completed in less than one full semester and would probably occur over a four to six week period. The concluding all-day session would provide renewal by assigning groups to present final Recommendations and discuss their Lessons Learned. This course is now being planned for a variety of audiences, ranging form undergraduates to graduates and from executive MBAs to executive training programs. It can also jointly teach classes across different campuses.

Green and Gilbert (1995) warn of excessive expectations some have of technology improving productivity and quality. To them, the improvements are in content, curriculum, and communications: “The real long-term academic benefit of information technology will be what it brings to pedagogy and the curriculum. . . . What information technology does best . . . is deliver content and provide access to information and to other people” (p. 16). The electronic course described in this chapter created a learning community where students were forced to clarify their underlying values, thereby developing their problem-finding capacities and creative responses needed when facing major ethical dilemmas in business. It combined conventional business ethics materials with an extended role play in a simulated corporation. Participants chose when to participate, what to contribute, how to engage in conversations, managed their own schedules, and decided when to leave discussions. Leadership shifted according to the abilities of those most willing and best able to contribute. As in the “real” world, the corporation’s environment changed dynamically due to internal and external circumstances. Besides actual current events, the students themselves and the instructor’s initiatives or responses to students created this environment.

Two available information technologies permitted the class to operate as a business, with students engaging interactively, not passively. Using groupware, the instructor and students jointly structured and developed numerous asynchronous meetings where participants contributed their own research, beliefs, and critiqued their colleagues. Each student was still held accountable for his/her own learning with the most visible role for the instructor as consultant or coach, as it should be. As the electronic medium becomes the provider of concrete information to the masses, it enables greater personalized tutoring. The success of these students and the quality of their work depends in part by how successfully the instructor manages the dynamics of the distributed group. Without this intervention, individuals may not participate to their fullest, be closed to other views, and fail to achieve all their objectives. To improve group and individual dynamics, we intend to increase our involvement, alternate face-to-face and independent work to make the dynamics more rewarding and the role play more realistic, and involve more outside experts. The Internet provided a vital source of current information. The final group project papers was an opportunity to review the separate conceptual areas covered in the course and integrate them into realistic products.

General Recommendations

We would like to conclude with general proposals for similar applications. Our approach to Business Ethics is vastly different from the one used by Drexel University in teaching information and software systems design and highlights several considerations. Not all learning is suitable for exclusively a PC and modem, can be shrink-wrapped and delivered without personal contact, or is suitable for anyone regardless of background, training, or interest. This is especially important when attracting older adults who may not be comfortable with the technology. Similarly, it is important to know why students enroll. If it is for their convenience they may not have the time, flexibility, and patience this type of medium requires. There is a lot more reliance on students influencing the group’s learning, but work and family demands mitigate against a high level of commitment even from the most dedicated self-starters. Also, it is not clear that students prefer being home alone and reading screenfuls of information to listening to a boring lecture in class. It is difficult to sustain enthusiasm and energy for an entire semester in an exclusively isolated format.

Regarding the design of a particular course, there are differences between an “academic” course and a technical one that has relevance to a specific job. To provide realism as well as generate enthusiasm, we propose similar applications use experiential materials and techniques to provide hands-on experiences, stress dialogue between class participants to enhance their individual and collective learning and reflections, and replace conventional lecture notes with Internet information (external documents, data, and discussions) and other electronic media to better reflect actual business environments and problems.

In addition, there are tradeoffs in designing the technical system and conceptual system. And any design that reduces either technical or conceptual complexity will sacrifice reality. While the Nintendo generation may be well-suited for using instructional technology, the MTV sub-culture has excessive entertainment expectations. Collaborative learning requires action and is not a spectator sport. The challenge is to create discussion among isolated students. Maturity and experience are important for understanding the course organization and thinking “out of the box” by conceptually interrelating components into a coherent whole. Graduate students and higher-level executives will probably be more satisfied with this approach.

The final consideration is execution. There are a number of problems in delivering even the best designed course. Paramount is selecting students and then preparing them, providing support and help, and managing the day-to-day interactions and relationships. Most students will consume an inordinate amount of time posting, surfing, and fumbling, so instructors must be prepared to intervene and (figuratively) hold hands, provide direction, and comfort and console. Technical complexity increases as we introduce groupware and the Internet requires greater reliance on administrative support and tolerance for intermittent system failures. Frustrated students might disappear, so instructors must develop mechanisms that engage them, encourage interaction, monitor their progress, and provide feedback. It is therefore important to clarify course intentions and instructor expectations early. This will help establish learning measures and evaluate performance, which should also include social interactions.

Technology that enables groups and teams to communicate, cooperate, and collaborate can enhance their development, productivity, and effectiveness. This chapter showed how it can also transform a class into a learning community. A well-designed course will use experiential materials and techniques, stress dialogue between class participants, and replace conventional lecture notes with electronic media. But technology is not the silver bullet that will cheaply provide high-quality education to the masses. Noam (1995) predicts that the future of the “physical university lies less in pure information and more in college as a community; less in wholesale lecture, and more in individual tutorial; less in Cyber-U, and more in Goodbye-Mr.-Chips College. Technology would augment, not substitute, and provide new tools for strengthening community on campus, even beyond graduation” (p. 249). To be successful, however, requires understanding the students’ objectives and motivations and having the necessary institutional support and infrastructure. This is not a quick or easy solution, nor will it replace the traditional classrooms we know. It is a richly-rewarding supplement that offers flexibility to the instructor and students but also demands creativity and commitment from them. In a rapidly-changing world increasingly populated with far-flung and heterogeneous stakeholders, it is also an approach with a future.
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Table 1
Characteristics of Organization Learning and
Requirements for Computer-Mediated Learning

	Organization Learning*
	Computer-Mediated Learning

	· Create and maintain a shared vision

· Leader that facilitates change
	· Clear statement by instructor early in course

· Build into design to enable emergence

· Incorporate into final group project

	· Explicate and test mental models to enhance communication

· Systematic problem solving
	· Continuously use single or simple framework

· Permit feedback to improve framework

	· Develop team learning and synergy among workers

· Transferring knowledge quickly and efficiently throughout the organization
	· Require communication and collaboration

· Prevent single or simple solution(s)

	· Create “negative entropy” to foster innovation and creativity

· Continuous improvement or learning from personal experiences and past history
	· Build on past decisions

· Cumulative solutions

· Open to criticism

· Willing to take risks

	· Develop “personal mastery” or the attributes of caring and curiosity among employees
	· Instructor must be committed to the group

· Include component that teaches empathy

· Imbed in decisions

	· Experimentation with new approaches

· Benchmarking or learning from the experiences and best practices of others
	· Embrace accident, serendipity, and improvisation

· Open to personal change


*Source: Garvin (1993); Senge (1990).

Table 2
Comparing Drexel’s Asynchronous Learning Network with SUNY’s Learning Network

	
	Drexel ALN*
	SUNY Learning Network

	Course Characteristics

	Course domain
	· Information and software systems design (three different courses)
	· Business ethics

	Course purpose
	· Answer questions, participate in discussions, and prepare models using other commercial products
	· Values clarification, stakeholder relationships, and current business issues

	Level of study
	· Graduate and undergraduate students
	· Mostly returning adults in undergraduate program

	Level of structure
	· Course must be planned and developed before it begins; students respond to rigid agenda
	· Spontaneous changes as students learn and help set agenda; flexible instructor; emergent culture

	Nature of interaction
	· Asynchronous but self-paced and independent (can lag or accelerate)
	· Asynchronous but interdependent community; final group project

	Replication
	· Uniform methodology is repeatable (similar to CD-ROM)
	· Unique process and outcomes (similar to case, exercise, or simulation)

	Ideal class size
	· 30 students with limited role for passive instructor
	· 12-15 students with intensive personal interactions requires active instructor to be facilitator and general resource

	Duration of course
	· Continuous (lagging students can complete in successive semesters)
	· Fixed (semester long, with asynchronous learning during specified time frame)

	Technology
	· Lotus Notes but numerous substitute platforms
	· Lotus Notes and Internet are critical

	Population Characteristics

	Technical expertise of students
	· Unknown
	· Mixed (none to adequate)

	Location of students
	· Unknown
	· Distributed across New York State; several out-of-state

	Intensity of study
	· Part-time, full time, and co-op students
	· Primarily part-time


*Source: Andriole, Lytle, & Monsanto (1995).

Table 3
The Drexler/Sibbet Team Performance Model

	Time/Place
	Stage/Task
	Groupware Options

	Synchronous / Same Place
	1. Orientation

· What is the purpose of the group?

2. Trust Building

· Who are the members of the group?

· What is expected of me?

· What risks do I take?
	· Group decision facilitation software

· Electronic meetings

· Electronic whiteboards

	Synchronous / Distributed
	3. Goal Clarification

· What is expected of the group?

4. Commitment and Decision-making

· How do we proceed to meet these goals?
	· Telephone conference call

· Fax machines

· Video-conferencing

· Media spaces

	Asynchronous / Distributed
	5. Implementation

· Who does what?

6. High Performance

· Are we moving forward on our tasks?

· What do we need to do to keep the goal in sight?
	· Electronic mail

· Voice mail

· Computer conferencing

· Multi-user editors

· Electronic discussion groups

	Synchronous / Same Place
	7. Renewal

· What have we learned as a group and as individuals?
	· [Same as #1 above]


Source: Johansen et al. (1991), p. 25.
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