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Abstract

The traditional system of education developed in the early 1900’s has many limitations in a knowledge-based economy.  The education of adult is not about sticking some knowledge in someone’s head and passing the class if the students can regurgitate the knowledge exactly as they were told.  This study illustrates the effectiveness of one specific component of an educational methodology used to effectively transfer knowledge to adults, base on their ability to apply the knowledge.  Meaningful learning methodology involves the transfer of knowledge and its immediate application directly to one’s life.  In order for today’s knowledge workers to learn, there must be meaning associated with each piece of information.  Emotional attachment has proven to create a sustainable change in the behavior of students based on new knowledge.  This meaning is created by the application of knowledge in one’s life outside the classroom.  Meaningful learning methodology is applied to several groups of professionals in both workshop and classroom settings.  The effectiveness of this method is illustrated.
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Introduction

Many people believe that the educational system of today is not working well (Blanchard, Lacinak, Tomkins, & Ballard, 2002; Gerstner, Semerad, Doyle, & Johnson, 1994; Hisrich & Peters, 1989).  Along with the constant struggle for funding, the educational system derived from the vocational movement of the 1900’s is not producing the knowledge worker required for today’s fast-paced businesses (Drucker, 1968; Jacques, 1996; Presnell, 1999).  For example, the result of the educational system today produces three small business failures out of every five within five years of startup (Boone & Kurtz, 1990; Monk, 2000; Small Business Administration, 2001).  Although there are many different theories on this high failure rate, it is clear that constant strategic innovation and execution does not occur in many small businesses.  Instead, entrepreneurs are using unstructured methods to deal with business issues (Presnell, 1999).

In order to change the lack of strategic learning required for success, the meaningful educational methodology (MLM) was developed to enhance the knowledge transfer process within an educational setting and generate actions to impact one’s environment immediately.  Regardless of the content of the class, MLM keeps the focus on the students with ample room for interpretation and application.  The results of this informal study revealed that students being exposed to this methodology (MLM) found a greater purpose in the assignments, gave a greater effort toward the class, and made impacts utilizing knowledge from the class to the organization within six months of the class.

Problem Statement

When asked, “what did you learn from school?”, the most common answer from adults is “not much”.  According to Watkins (as cited in Merriam & Cunningham, 1989), “workplace learning accounted for 85 percent of the variation in lifetime earnings, while formal education accounts for only 15 percent of this variance” (p. 427).  Yet, most people spend between twelve to sixteen years in school, only learning 15 percent of what they need to be successful.  The ability to learn from one’s own experiences in the workplace is the key to survival (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995).  

Background

Many leadership theorists believe that the leader should build an organization that continues to thrive after he/she has left the organization.  They should be able to transfer their knowledge and prepare others to lead (O'Toole, 1996; Collins, 2000).  The ability to pass down strategic knowledge that creates success is crucial to the longevity of the organization.

Before attempting to pass down knowledge and skills, one must be able to translate his/her tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995).  Most leaders rarely slow down to define knowledge before trying to impart it.  According to Dr. Pam Pooper (2003), a very successful business leader in the health industry, many leaders “show up and throw up” (personal communications).  The articulation of explicit knowledge is a proven path toward one’s learning (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995).  Once knowledge is transferred, it must be acted upon.  According to Champy (as cited in Hesselbein, Goldsmith, & Bechhard, 1997), having the knowledge is only the beginning.  Knowledge does not create success.  The progress of a business requires “an inclination to action” (Champy as cited in Hesselbein et al., 1997, p. 11).  
Nature of Study

The methodology used in this study is quantitative.  Such an analysis having a relatively short duration of study and low tolerance for ambiguity will provide the most meaningful data (Creswell, 1994).  Experimental design is used to test the effectiveness of MLM.  Within a number of existing classes from both an educational institution and a professional training and development organization, meaningful learning methods were injected into the classes.  The content of the classes were mostly organizational behavior strategies such as employee motivational strategies and plans.  A five-point Likert-type scaled survey was given to the students after the class.  The students consisted of middle to senior management staff working within the United Stated.  The age of the participants range from thirty through sixty.  The various organizational backgrounds include the United States military, for-profit and non-profit organizations, both small and large.  A total of twenty-four students participated.

Hypothesis/Research Question

The ability to pass down leadership skills and knowledge ensures the survival of the organization (O'Toole, 1996; Collins, 2000).  Research Question 1 (1R1), does meaningful learning methodologies have a statistically significant positive impact on the student’s learning?  There are specific methods lost in time that can be directly attributed to one’s long-term success.  In the Federalist days of the 1800’s, a formal educational system did not exist.  Many people took up apprenticeships that enabled them to open their own businesses and create the strategic decisions necessary for survival (Jacques, 1996).  Meaningful learning methodologies apply some of those principles toward today’s students.
Hypothesis 1 (H1):  meaningful learning methodologies have a statistically significant positive impact on the student’s learning.  

Historical Overview

In order to transfer valuable knowledge, the first step is to define that knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995).  The theory of knowledge is a highly debated topic since the days of Plato in the early 300’s BCE.  There are two major components to MLM that are derived from the literature review.  First, MLM takes the perspective of Plato –knowledge is innate (Moser & Vander Nat, 1995).  It is not an external entity being passed from one person to another.  Instead, it is found within oneself by asking appropriate questions that lead toward self-discovery (Plato, 1977).  Second, MLM seeks the immediate application of knowledge as it was done in the Federalist days through apprenticeships (Jacques, 1996).  Both aspects of MLM seek to create meaning for the strategic knowledge being taught. As stated by Garvin (as cited in Harvard Business Review on Knowledge Management, 1998), if it is meaningful, it can be learned.  

Theory of Knowledge

Plato is one of the first theorists on knowledge. During his life from 427 to 347 BCE, he claimed that knowledge is independent of one’s senses. He believed that a priori knowledge is built into one’s soul before one is born (Plato, 1977). In his works, Plato uses the Socratic method to derive knowledge from one of his students (Moser & Vander Nat, 1995).  By asking questions, Plato believes that one can “be awakened into knowledge…soul will remain always possessed of this knowledge (Moser & Vander Nat, 1995, p. 42).  In today’s postmodern society, theorists like Hillman (1997) continue to carry Plato’s message concerning the all-knowing soul and the soul’s preprogramming before birth.  

Education Developments

Education in the United States needs major changes (Gerstner, 1994).  With all the technological advances in the past decades, much of the education system remains the same as in the 1900s.  Both Gerstner (1994) and Hisrich & Peters (1989) believe that today’s leaders, such as entrepreneurs, are not getting the necessary knowledge and skills required for success.   The knowledge passed on is from “fraying books and dog-eared workbooks” (Gerstner, 1994, p. 4).  The system itself rests on an old hierarchy that only exists in the history books of industrial plants.  American students are falling behind many other industrialized nations.  Within the backyard of Americans, much of their success/failure are directly tied to the education system (Gerstner, 1994).

Federalist Era Education

Education began in the federalist era in the form of apprenticeships.  Students were taught using a one-on-one basis.  The education they received was based on experiential knowledge.  A master tradesman would take in a few young and eager learners.  With much time and effort, the trade would be passed down to these apprentices after years of practice.  Once the informal, but systematic education was complete, the individual is expected to become an entrepreneur and open his own business (Jacques, 1996).

On the collegiate level, there was not much of a system in place for general education.  Most universities lacked funding. “It was common to pay students for attendance.  One simply attended for the required amount of time and paid a graduation fee” (Jacques, 1996, p. 126).  Even at the graduate level, an individual receiving a MD would barely know how to write. This educational system catered to the individual apprentice while systemic education did not really exist (Jacques, 1996).

Education in Industrialism and Modernism 

The industrial revolution did not just make the United States a world power in economy, it also shaped the systematic methods of education.  In the vocational movement during the early 1900’s, large organizations needed skilled workers in their assembly lines.  As organizations grew larger due to automation, the value of traditional sources of skill disintegrated.  Radical innovations in education were created in order to meet the demand for skilled workers.  This new system of education prepared people to be controlled and led by the management.  Since Taylor’s scientific principles of management saw people as interchangeable parts of a machine; the system trained people to act and think as robots while creating a huge dependency on the management (Jacques, 1996).  For many, workers began to depart from the Federalist view of community and moved toward minimum effort for the greatest rewards (Weber, 1954).  As organizations conformed as a “bounded social system, with specific structures and goals which acts more or less rationally and more or less coherently” (Cooper, 1989, p. 12), the principle of scarcity stood at the center of economic and business thought (Jacques, 1996). 

In today’s educational systems, there’s an underlying theme of scarcity. For example, the bell-curve for a class is scarcity at its best.  Is there a shortage of A grades in any class?  Did some academic factory forget to produce enough As to give to students?  Getting people to compete for a grade forces individualism, rather than teamwork. It is teaching people not to work together (Blanchard, Lacinak, Tomkins, & Ballard, 2002).  

Education in Postmodernism

Unfortunately, not too much has changed in education since the initial vocational movement established by the needs of the industrial revolution. The same principles of scarcity and control underlie the educational system. Knowledge being taught might have moved forward in technology, but the methods are traditionally rooted in conformity and dependency (Gerstner, 1994).  Today’s scholars (e.g. Nonaka & Takeuchi) have began to realize the Taylor’s principles failed to see the ability of human beings to locate challenges and create knowledge to overcome them (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995).  Much of today’s industries have shifted from the assembler to knowledge worker, from 20% at the turn of the century to 75% by the 1990’s (Drucker, 1993; Harvard Business Review on Knowledge Management, 1998).  Even though much of today’s organizations have begun to change, the educational systems have not.  According to Gerstner (1994), an individual from a few decades in the past decades would not see much difference in the way people are being taught, except for the content of new technology.

Unfortunately for many leaders, they are not getting the skills they require to run a business from the existing school systems (Gerstner, 1994).  For example, running a small business requires a generalist approach – having knowledge of many different strategic subjects including general principles of economy, operations research, market awareness, organizational studies and computer information science (George, 1997; Paige, 1999; Star, 1990).  They need to know a little bit about many things and be generalist.  Others like Cronin (1984) also agreed that colleges and universities were designed to train specialists, not leader generalists.  

Methodology

The class in organizational behavior/leadership development is being taught in both online and workshop environments.  The subjects involve making strategic innovations to empower people within the organization.  There are two specific aspects in MLM: 1). Using Socratic methods to conduct the class; 2). Create assignments from the life of the student.

The Socratic method of teaching is a commonly used methodology in mentoring and leadership texts (Huang & Lynch, 1995; Whiteworth, Kimsey-House, & Sandahl, 1998).  In this experiment, rather than simply lecture or give the students information as in the traditional systems, there is a pull of information from the students themselves within the context of their lives.  This creates a context model of teaching, rather than content.  The students are genuinely involved since the content of their learning is directly applicable to their life.  With each response from discussion questions and general theories, students are asked to further explain their responses and how it impacts their life.  For example, a student may respond with “communication is crucial to any transition period within the company.  Everyone needs to know what is going on at all times to maintain morale.  Constant communication should occur between various levels of throughout the organization”.  Although this student has provided a good response to the importance of communication as a strategy, questions are used to draw additional knowledge from the student.  For example, the instructor would ask, “What types of communications would you conduct?  At what levels should the communication originate from?  What mediums would the communication occur in?  Are there any specific areas that the communication should address such as emotional concerns and logical implications?”  Many questions could be derived from a single statement to lead the student toward an explicit plan of action.  Due to the nature of the dynamic environment of today’s business (Presnell, 1999), this method is very difficult and requires a lot of patience.  

The other aspect of MLM is to create meaningful assignments.  Throughout the class, the students learn various leadership theories and motivational theories from texts as well as lectures.  At the beginning of the class, students are instructed to define one strategic organizational change they would take to make a significant impact toward the organization or themselves.  They would have that as a focus of the class as they go through the normal texts and exercises.  At the end of the class, the students are required to write their final paper using the knowledge gained in the class toward their organizational challenge.

The duration of the class range from two weeks to six weeks.  Each class encompassed the typical involving leadership and organizational behavior along with strategic innovations and the execution of these innovations.  Although the primary content including lectures and texts are standard, the two aspects of MLM are closely followed in all classes.  A total of twenty-four participants were recorded over four classes.  The students were given a five-question survey at the end of the class.

Research instrument

The research instrument is a five-question survey.  Four of the questions are five-point Likert type questions and the fifth question is an open-ended question.  The survey used is as follows:

1. Since the course work was specific to my life, it gave me more purpose.

2. Since the course work was specific to my life, I found it helpful to my current position.

3. Since the course work was specific to my life, I found myself giving it a bit more effort than another other assignment.

4. I will use the product of my final paper to better my environment at work within the next 6 months.
5. Would you recommend this instructor to other students? (1-yes, 0 no)

6. The instructor demonstrated expertise and professional experience in the subject. 

7. The instructor’s presentation of the course material contributed to the course objectives. 

8. The course contributed practical knowledge I can use in my current job. 

9. The course strengthened my problem solving skills.
The Likert scale used is as follows: 5=strong agree, 4=agree, 3= somewhat agree, 2=disagree, 1=strongly disagree.

10. How did you enjoy working on an assignment that you wrote for yourself and has real meaning to your life?

Question 5 was designed as an open ended question for further analysis.  The data collected will be used for future research and development of methods.

Data Analysis and Results

Descriptive analysis of the quantitative data is conducted using Excel and verified by STATDISK®.  No analysis was conducted on the fifth survey question, as it was meant to give further information on the emotional impact of the students.

Descriptive Analysis

This analysis focused on a compilation of simple frequencies, percentages, and means of the sample populations. The null hypothesis (1H0) states that meaningful learning methodologies do not have a statistically significant positive impact on the student’s learning.  To reject the null hypothesis (1H0), frequency analysis is used.  

Hypothesis 1 (1H1), meaningful learning methodologies have a statistically significant positive impact on the student’s learning. Frequency analysis will provide an overview of the data using some basic statistical methods such as population means and P-value.  These methods are some of the most commonly used analysis tools for statistical research (Triola, 2000).

The quantitative data contained lower and upper limits as well as means, standard deviations, modes.  Since the dataset range between one and five, a mean greater than three supports hypothesis 1 (1H1: (a > 3).  The higher the mean, the support is stronger for MLM having a true impact on learning.  The failure to reject the null hypothesis would be true if the mean is less than three (1H0: (a ( 3).  In addition, a P-value method of testing the hypothesis was also utilized.  For each dataset, small P-values, less than or equal to 0.05, indicates significant differences from the null hypothesis (P-valuea ( 0.05).  Large P-values, greater than 0.05, indicates insignificant differences from the null hypothesis (P-valuea > 0.05).  The software used for this analysis will include Excel and STATDISK.

This analysis is based upon the assumption that the sample is a simple random sample.  

Results on Hypothesis & Null Hypothesis

All four questions rejected the null hypothesis (1H0).  MLM seems to have a high correlation to the impact on learning.  For question 1, the students found more purpose in their learning.  The mean was well above three and the P-value was zero (see table one).  Since the P-value is less than 0.05, the data provides evidence to reject the null hypothesis.  The same results occurred in relation to the student’s current role.  The students found the class to be relevant to their position overall, especially when the positions ranged from small business owners to middle level managers in large corporations.  In regards to the amount of effort made, the mean ((3) was 4.176 (see table one), which is well above three.  This measure indicated the higher effort by students to learn the material and complete the assignments.  P-value for question three was 0.000, which is significantly lower than the stated 0.05. 

The fourth question takes knowledge into actionable knowledge (Argyris, 1996).  With a P-value of 0.000, it indicated significant differences from the null hypothesis (1H0).  The students were able to walk away with quantifiable solutions that they will take actions on within the next six-months.
Table 1. Frequency analysis of quantitative data.

	
	Q1
	Q2
	Q3
	Q4

	Mean
	4.486
	4.570
	4.176
	4.261

	Standard Error
	0.090
	0.089
	0.112
	0.109

	Median
	5
	5
	4
	5

	Mode
	5
	5
	5
	5

	Standard Deviation
	0.756
	0.748
	0.941
	0.918

	Sample Variance
	0.571
	0.559
	0.886
	0.842

	Range
	3
	3
	3
	3

	Minimum
	2
	2
	2
	2

	Maximum
	5
	5
	5
	5

	Count
	71
	71
	71
	71

	Confidence Intervals (95%)
	4.307 < ( <4.664
	4.393 < ( <4.747
	3.953 < ( < 4.399
	4.043 < ( < 4.478

	P-Values
	0
	0
	0
	0


The fifth questions yielded responses found in table two.  Many students found the class stimulating and practical.  Rather than putting the knowledge away in storage like most classes, each student walked away with a plan of action to resolve their strategic concerns.
Table 2: Some responses from the fifth question.

	Sample Student Response
	Q5: How did you enjoy working on an assignment that you wrote for yourself and has real meaning to your life?

	1.
	Honestly, the thoughts and ideas flowed out of me like a gushing river.  I found that for once, I had something to say that wasn't full of complaints and disappointments, but full of resolution ideas and ways to make things better.  I'm really good at complaining, I can admit to that as a weakness.  However, it's nice to know that I can be more than a complainer if I choose to.  Frankly, I'd rather be a part of the solution. Awesome assignment, awesome course.

	2.
	The final paper that dealt with our own work lives was helpful.  I have always had a hard time making a connection between the classroom and the real world.  Somehow you were able to get us to do that.  I think this experience will help me from now on.  That was worth the price of admission.

	3.
	The assignment was definitely a lot easier because I had more background knowledge on the situation. I definitely enjoyed this paper more than any other because I felt as though as I was helping to provide a solution to a current problem. Our unit has a General coming to visit in the next couple of weeks and if I get an opportunity I will definitely bring my proposal to his attention, but at a minimum I will discuss it will my supervisor.

	4.
	I felt like I was able to vent about problem that have irritated me for a while. Though I am one person and I can not change the government, but I am women and hear me roar! Military life is not as easy as most think. It is a life time of games and politics. Some play well while others do not!

	5.
	Yes, I enjoyed working on this paper because it gave me an outlook on the other departments in my organization as a whole.  It made me realize that there are reasons for managers thinking the way they do, but I will propose other options so that the truth may be revealed.


Another measure often used for the determination of a good course/workshop is the feedback surveys.  This study conducted similar feedback surveys as many universities.  The results yielded very positive responses from students.  All student feedback was well above 4 out of a possible score of 5.
Table 3. Averages of Student Feedback on the Courses/Workshops

	
	Mean
	Standard Deviation

	Recommendation to others (1-yes, 0 no)
	1
	0

	Instructor’s demonstration of expertise and professional experience in the subject. 
	4.64
	0.674

	Instructor’s presentation of the course material contributed to the course objectives. 
	4.64
	0.674

	Contribution to practical knowledge I can use in my current job. 
	4.36
	1.206

	Enhancement of my problem solving skills. 
	4.09
	1.221


Conclusions & Recommendations

MLM has shown some promise in changing the way leaders share their knowledge and experiences.  Using this methodology, the learner has the ability to walk into class with real world concerns that impacts them, makes these concerns explicit, and walk out of class having created solution(s) for their concerns utilizing theories from the class.  Within the class, each student has the ability to find their own path, rather than being told what to do like traditional classes.  Especially in the subject of leadership and its implementation, what worked at one time may not work the next time.  Thus, teaching specifics of what actions were taken in the 1990’s could have minimal impact on what is happening in the 2000’s.

Since the conclusion of the data collection, a few students have already reported back the impact of their actions.  In one situation, a student was part of a master’s nursing program.  Traditionally, the master’s nursing program has no leadership development course.  Many students and staff felt the need to learn leadership skills, but no one provided a quantifiable way to create a course.  The politics and bureaucracy associated with traditional nursing school is extremely difficult to navigate.  Throughout the class, various theories were introduced to help this student navigate the path.  Within two months of being part of the MLM based class, the student took her concern and created a forum where the leadership development course is being championed.  This is the first of its kind in the history of this program to contain a needed leadership development course for the nursing students.  The impact of the MLM was the starting block for such a dramatic systemic change. 
Further analysis and sample data could be collected utilizing this methodology.  Currently, this methodology is being applied at a middle school and a high school.   In addition, updated experimental designed calls for the move forward of meaningful assignments and adding an impact measurement towards the end of the course.  This will ensure the implementation of theory to real world issues and assist with the students in furthering their emotional attachment to the knowledge as they learn to measure the outcome.  
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