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ABSTRACT

A study was carried out on the MIT Systems Design and Management (SDM) program in order
to evaluate the usefulness of the program for individual students and uncover ways to improve
the program. The study was conducted by gathering data in the form of feedback from students
via surveys and interviews. Students were asked to answer questions in the following areas: 1.
How they were utilizing in the workplace what they had learned in the program; 2. What
transition and interaction issues were encountered from the program to work and home; 3. How

effective was each commurication medium setup by the program.

The results show that the usefulness of the program for an individual student varies a great deal
due to many factors, only some of which, the program can affect. One of the major factors
which contributes to the program's success, but is outside of the program’s control, is the support
received by the student from his or her family. However, the usefuiness of the SDM program can
be enhanced by working to continually improve factors which are within its control, such as:
continuous adjustment of course material based on current issues and student feedback,
improving communication mediums, actively working towards building Communities of
Practice, and educating and working with the students’ companies in a partnership to build or

strengthen support networks within the corporate culture for the students.
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1 Introduction

For many years, there has been a great deal of burgeoning interest and activity in the field of
distance learning. Educational systems around the world are faced with growing demands for
increased educational opportunities. However, without correspondingly increased budgets, some
education systems are developing distance learning programs, in order to expand educational
opportunities in a more cost-effective manner.

One of the main concerns about distance learning has always been the effectiveness of this
method compared to that of traditional methods. Effectiveness studies have been quite consistent
in showing that when used appropriately in business, military training, and adult learning, there
is no significant difference in effectiveness between distance learning and traditional instruction
methods. In addition, these studies show that student attitudes are generally positive about the
experience (http:/www.usdla.org). The rapid pace of technological advancement in the
computer and telecommunications industries has contributed greatly to the success of distance
learning programs.

This paper describes and analyzes one such distance learning program, the MIT Systems
Design and Management (SDM) program, in order to evaluate the usefulness of the program and
to uncover ways of improving it. The analysis is performed primarily by looking at data
gathered in the form of student responses to survey and interview questions. The questions were
focused on the following primary areas: Utilization of the course material in the workplace;
transiticn and interaction issues from the nrogram to the workplace and home; and evaluation of
the different types of communication media provided by the program in order to help build

learning communities for the students.



The results uncover important factors which contribute to the usefuiness of the program. In
addition, the results highlight ways in which the program can be improved, primarily by working
to continually improve those important factors which are within its control, such as: continuous
adjustment of course material based on current issues and student feedback; improving
communication mediums; actively working towards building Communities-of-Practice; and
educating and working with the students’ companies in a partnership to build or strengthen

support networks for the students within the corporate culture.

2 The MIT System Design and Management Program

Conventional educational programs are characterized by a tendency to deliver a tremendous
amount of material over a lengthy period of time. It is a little known fact that when students
graduate from such programs and enter the workforce, they only retain approximately 40% of the
material which was taught to them. This can be disturbing in light of how much time, money
and effort is invested by the students. Such statistics have spurred the creation of innovative
educational programs which aim to increase the retention and utilization of the knowledge
gained in the program.

One example of such an innovative program was setup at Sybase Corporation, and is called
Sybase Connected Learning. This program attempts to promote retention and utilization of
knowledge by encouraging students to continuously implement what they learn. Instructors
tailor classes based upon the expectations and preparation of the students, and there is a web-
based follow-up to classes for questions and discussion. The program has been suspended due to

the overall financial difficulties at Sybase.



Recently at MIT, a similar program was designed in order to encourage and promote this new
initiative: educating the students of the future. In the words of Dr. Charles Vest, President of
MIT:

We cannot expect continuing education to be provided only within the ivied

walls of brick and mortar universities. We must now use computer

technologies...to deliver excellent learning experiences at the professional’s

place of work.
The MIT System Desigr and Management program (SDM) began with a pilot class driven by
co-directors Tom Magnanti and Edward Crawley. The program was created in order to combine
depth in system designs and the needed breadth of management in order to face the challenge of
increased complexity in large-scale systems design. The pilot took off in 1996 with only 12
engineers and by 1997, the SDM program started going full steam ahead with an incoming class
of 35 engineers. In 1998, SDM admitted a class of 58 engineers representing roughly 20 industry
partnerships.

The program was devised via a partnership between one of the world’s most prominent
engineering schools, the MIT School of Engineering, and one of the most distinguished
management schools, the MIT Sloan School of Management. This partnership has provided the
participants in the program with an opportunity o earn a Master’s degree in both engineering
and management. The SDM program offers both on-campus and distance learning opportunitics
to its participants. The terms “distance education” or “distance learning™ have been applied
interchangeably by many different researchers to a great variety of programs, providers,
audiences, and media. Its hallmarks are the separaiion of teacher and learner in space and/or

time (Perraton, 1988), the volitional control of learning by the student rather than the distance

instructor (Jonassen, 1992), and noncontiguous communication between student and teacher,



mediated by print or some form of technology (Keegan, 1986; Garrison and Shale, 1987).
Distance learning as defined by the United States Distance Learning Association (1991) is the
obtainment of knowledge and skills through mediated information and instruction and
collaboration, encompassing all technologies and other forms of learning at a distance.

So far, the MIT System Design and Management program has successfully integrated the
unification of distance learning and on-campus learning. The program’s mission is:

To create future technical leaders in systems engineering/architecture and the

conception & design of complex products and systems preparing them for careers

as the technically grounded senior managers of their enterprise.

From this mission, one can infer that the program is more complex in nature than it may
seem at first glance. The program intends to create managers and technical leaders in both
systems engineering and architecture, in addition to building a community of collaborate
learning (Communities-of-Practice “CoP”). This has been a major challenge for the SDM
program.

To aid in meeting this challenge, a method must be devised for evaluating the
effectiveness of this integrated system. As the program grows, there are continuous
improvements, but a strategy is necessary for evaluating what should and should not be taught
and implemented. In addition, there needs to be continuous development of Communities-of-

Practice and an understanding of the key elements to building them.

3  What are Communities-of-Practice (CoP)?
A CoP is a “reticulation of informal relationships spanning from functions and divisions

among groups of people who have worked together in some form or another over a period of

' MIT System Design and Management information packet (1997).
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time and who through intensive communication have developed a common sense of purpose and
a desire to share work-related knowledge and experience” (Brown and Duguid, 1991).

In order for the CoP to exist and thrive, there needs to be a high degree of collaboration
among the participants. Collaboration as a goal of learning goes hand-in-hand with other
learning goals such as: the integration of theory and practice, the coping with uncertainty, and
the challenges of change. Most of the students in the SDM program are employed full-time and
are also studying full-time. Their employers encourage them to participate in this program
because the firm wants to expand its potential for “organizational learning”, while the students
themselves want to expand their current professional competence and advance their career goals
(Chritiansen, Ellen & Dirckinck-Holmfeld, Lone, 1995). The students’ and the organizations’
need for shared understanding stimulates the social imagination and forces them to go behind
every-day knowledge, seeking a shared view based on relevant information. In this process, they
develop communicative competencies and the ability to participate in intellectual collaborative
work processes.

In order for collaborative learning to take eifect, there are a few issues that need to be
addressed in order to motivate such an experience. First, there must be an examination of the
technologies and tools of communication that are available and of how willing and able the
Students are to use these tools. This is considered to be the first step in developing and
maintaining the CoP. Second, there must be an examination of the various types of knowledge
transfer that occurs amongst students in the program, within their corporations and across the
various organizations. Third, there must be an analysis of the support mechanisms experienced
by students as they journey into the SDM program and as they leave the program and transition

themselves back into the workforce.



4 Methodology
The primary data were collected through student surveys which were electronically dispersed

to the two current classes of System Design and Management (SDM) students. Open-ended
questions was used in order to motivate the participants to tell stories about what they have
encountered thus far. This method made it possible for the students to freely express their views
and opinions, as well as to interject their teelings, something which would not be present in a
quantitative 2nalysis. The survey focused on three specific areas:

s Utilization of Course Material in the Work Environment

* Transition and Interaction in the Work and Home Environment

= Communication Media for Building Communities of Practice

The students were asked to narrow their thoughts into these three primary areas in order
to evaluate the amount of knowledge being integrated into their work environment and to
investigate the possibility of creating a network of shared best practices across companies. Out of
a combined total of 99 students (58 from class of 1998 ard 31 from class of 1997) there was a
grand total of 43 responses (30 from the Class of 1998—51% responded and 13 from the Class
of 1997—42% responded). It must be noted that the sample size for the class of 1997 is much
smaller than for the class of 1998, therefore those results may be statistically somewhat less
reliable. Incredibly enough, each student wanted to write novels about their experiences thus far
in the program. It was quite encouraging to see the response rate; this may have been due to the
rapport and interaction established by the author with the students while operating as a teaching

assistant.



For each specific area, the methodology used to measure the data varied due to the nature

of the responses received from each student.

4.1 Utilization of Course Material in the Work Envirenment

In this area, five utilization categories were identified against which each response was

classified:

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

Reflective and observational —the student was able to be more cognizant of what was
affecting her organization and is mostly observing.

Self-betterment—the student took one more step beyond just being cognizant, she
actually implemented the knowledge into her daily work products.

Implicit sharing—the student shared information through informal media (e.g. posting
of summaries on her walls.)

Explicit sharing—the student was asked to contribute what she had learned in order to
help reform the organization; or the student directly shared knowledge with co-workers
either in groups or one on one.

Non-Utilization—there is currently no utilization of the material either due to the fact
that the student is on campus or has not yet had the opportunity to put the knowledge to
use.

Classification of responses into these categories did not lend itself to useful interpretation

of the data. Therefore, the information was separated further by dealing separately with the two

participating classes (1997 and 1998). This became necessary because there was a difference in

perspective between the students of the two participating classes. The class of 1998 had just

recently begun their journey into the SDM program and were fresh and eager to utilize much of

the material which had been presented to them during the beginning of the program. In contrast,

the majority of the students in the class of 1997 had been in the program for two years and were

getting ready to graduate. This made them less motivated to contribute and more focused on

completion of the program. Table 1 and Table 2, therefore, show the utilization of course
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material for 1998 and 1997, respectively. It must be noted that in the "Overall" section for both
classes, the percentage refers to the number of students out of all respondents who wrote about

using the general concepts of the course rather than mentioning specific classes..

4.2 Transition and Interaction in the Werk and Home Environment

The responses in this area were classified into one of four categories. Each category is
characterized by the number of sources ‘rom which the student receives support. There are three
sources identified: family, direct managers and peers, and the student’s organization as a whole.
The categories are:

1) Very positive—the student has a strong support system from all three sources.

2) Moderately positive—the student lacks support from one of the three sources.

3) Moderstely negative— the student lacks support from two of the three sources.

4) Very negative—the student lacks support from all three sources, i.e. the student has no
support system in place.

Using the above terms, Table 3 shows the level of support received by the students during

transition and interaction.

4.3 Communication Media for Building Communities of Practice

The responses in this area were categorized according to the perceived effectiveness
implied by the response. Perceived effectiveness was classified into four categories representing
different levels of effectiveness:

1) Very effective—indicates that the utilization is high and it is the most preferred method
for communication.

2) Effective—indicates that there is some utilization.

3) Not Effective—usually indicates that the media was more trouble than it was worth and
that the hassle involved in learning and utilizing it outweighs the benefit.



4) Do not use—indicates that the student had no experience with the media and did not
have the desire to learn.

Table 4 summarizes the responses in this area using the categories defined above. In addition to
effectiveness, Table 4 also lists the purpose, problems encountered, and frequency of usage for

each type of communication medium.

5 Results and Analysis

The data are analyzed separately for each of the three areas described in section 4. As
mentioned in that section, the analysis of the results must be tempered by the fact that the sample
size for the class of 1997 is much smaller than for the class of 1998, therefore those results may

be statistically somewhat less reliable.

5.1 Utilization of Course Material in the Work Environment

In order to evaluate the success of the SDM program and how well it has been
implemented, this section will analyze the utilization of the course material in the work
environment. Utilization is defined here in the very broadest of terms to mean: how much of the
knowledge learned in the courses is being integrated into the workplace. The transfer of
knowledge may take one or more of the following five forms: reflective and observational, self-
betterment, implicit sharing, explicit sharing, and non-utilization. These forms are defined in

sections 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3, respectively.
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According to the survey results dispiayed above, the SDM studerts from the class of 1998
did not, in general, appear to fully utilize the material that was raught in the short period of time
that they were in the program. On average, over 60% of the students did not utilize the materiai
at all. For the rest, most of the utilization was for reflection and observation or for seli-
betterment, with very few actually sharing the material, either implicitly or explicitly. This
pattern of utilization probably reflects the fact that the students are still in the early stages of the
program, and therefore may not feel completely comfortable with applying the material. They
may be hesitant to contribute and be recognized at their firm. In addition, the material presented
thus far may not lend itself to immediate sharing as perceived by each student. The few students
who utilized the material most effectively did so by implicitly sharing with their colleagues and

direct management or by explicitly contributing to the molding of the organization, sometimes
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due to solicitation from their direct or senior management. For example, one student stated that
he was invited to present the results of his course project on organizational initiative at the next
reorganization meeting. Yet another student stated that because of the program, his organization
has asked him to assist in the reengineering of their engineering facilities.

These examples suggest that in order for students to immediately utilize the materiai 10
make an impact in their organization, there needs to be a strong support mechanism within the
firm. This mechanism needs to have buy-in from the program and the student. Another, less
measurable factor is the willingness and attitude of the students to want to be change agents
within their firm. Many students stated during the program that they were looking to advance
their career and therefore felt that the program was the next step to take.

Most of tne students seem to be eager to contribute to the changes within their
organization, after they leave the program and transition themselves back to the firm after a
month of separation. There is evidence that some students are so overwhelmed when they return
to their work environments that some even become ill. Many times this is due in part to the fact
that while they are away from work for a month, their work continues to pile up and no one is
assigned to “pick up the slack”. When they return to work after just completing a very stressful
one month program, they are faced with an overwhelming amount of work.

Utilization is also affected by whether or not the opportunity actually dces arise for the
students to make contributions to the organizational learning when they return to the workforce.
This opportunity is obviou:y severely diminished for on-campus students. They can only utilize
the material within themselves, and typically cannot influence change in their organization.
Lastly, we must also consider the 1t tivxt :1.7.'v students are not currently in a position at iheir

firm from which they can realistically influei. ¢ .nd/or make changes.



For the class of 1997, the survey results (see chart below) show a modified utilization
pattern. In general, the students did utilize the material. On average, over 60% of the students
utilized the material in some way. For the most part, students utilized the material mainly for
reflection and observation or for self-betterment, with very few actually sharing the material,

either implicitly or explicitly. One notable exception is the utilization of material for

Organizational Process. The utilization of this material for explicit sharing was much higher

than average.

Most of the studenis in the class of 1997 utilized the material for self-betterment. The
students seem to recognize that the information they learned was useful in softening their rough
eages and making them more cognizant of their surroundings. Some students who were making
strides in the shaping of their organization could not share their experience explicitly. They did,
however, imply that without the support of top management they would not have been given the
opportunity to apply what they learned from the program. Some students expressed that as they
came closer to completion of the program, they found that they were being redirected into more
high level management positions with much more responsibility. In one extreme case, a student
clearly wanted to “run the show” in a development project. He got his wish, for just recently he
discovered that he has to develop, organize, and manage a new program from the bottom up,

utilizing everything that he has learned throughout his two years in the program.



Class of 1997
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As the chart above indicates, a majority of the students felt that what they learned thus far
really caused them to stop and reflect. Almost everyone felt that the material they had been
taught would be more useful and utilized in a future period in their career path. There were no
specific timeframes given for when they felt that they would be able to utilize the knowledge
they gained.

Utilization of the material also seemed to correlate to the perception of the students as change

agents. The following was discovered:

= It was discovered in the data that those students who had the ability to be change agents were

in fact solicited by their organization to participate.
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= Students were also perceived a; change agents because of a course-related project in the
program which created an opportunity for interaction between the students and senior
management. This ignited senior management’s curiosity and their desire to have the

students share their results.

Utilization of course materials depends or many factors, including the student’s current
position, professional background, educational background, and the support of the direct
managers and the company as a whole. When the students were encouraged to contribute the
knowledge which they learned in the program, they were more likely to become change agents.
This support mechanism is not in place for some organizations. The support mechanism even

varies from one division to another within the same firm.

Overall key drivers for utilization of course material:
s Whether or not the students are currently on campus.
®  Whether the student’s attitude or desire is to become a change agent
®  Whether the students are currently in a position where they are able to promote and/or
implement the techniques gained in the program.
»  Whether or not the students’ work environment encourages or supports them as change

agents.

5.2 Transition and Interaction in the Work and Home Environment

This section will focus on the ease of transition from the program to the work and family

environment. Several areas were highlighted by the stories told by current participants in the



program. These areas included the following: the relationship between non-SDM peers and
SDM peers; the interaction with and acceptance from direct managers and senior management;

the interaction with immediate family members.

Transition and interaction Climate
70% ( N — i
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50% l_ ‘
40% ‘
30% r% " ‘
20% |
10% {— , . E
0% V b l—l

vyt | Voot | VeS| | A

01998 Responses 10% 41% 24% 0% 24%

01997 Responses 33% 58% 0% 0% 8%

As the chart above indicates, on average both classes felt that their transition back to their
family, peers, direct supervisor, and the firm as a whole was moderately positive. This means
that the student had most, but not all, elements of support. The majority of the students felt that
they were sacrificing their family life in order to participate in the program. Overall, 57% of the
students felt this way: 75% in the class of *97, 51% in the class of '98. This disparity is probably
a reflection of the fact that the class of '97 has had more time to realize the effect on their family.
In addition, the perceived sacrifice may seem greater over time. One student remarked, “I don't

even have kids and you wouldn’t believe some of the heat I've taken.”



The separation period seemed to dictate where the transition and interaction difficulties
came from. For the initial part of the program (January period), the students tended to face lots
of difficulty with their family transition. As they moved further into the program, the difficulty
switched from family to the peers and direct managers at the firm. This was probably due to the
fact that the students were then away from their jobs for a full semester. This causes confusion
in the work environment and the managers and peers have to prepare for this. Some direct
managers prepare the student’s group or team by assigning a temporary replacement for the
student. However, this action makes some students feel as if they may lose their position when
they go back after their semester on campus.

During the program, some students fcund that they had been moved to a new position afier
the January period. The justification for the move was that the new position would better
accommodate the student’s need to attend classes and study while still being able to meet work
obligations. In some cases, the student felt that the move was motivated more by jealousy or
resentment. Some students viewed the move as a demotion, others viewed it as a positive sign of
suppont from their manager.

One can infer that some direct managers operating on a P&L (profit and loss) mentality
might wonder why they should be stuck with such a large investment, given that at the end they
will not be able to reap any benefits, because the assumption is that once someone has been
selected for the program, he or she is on the fast track to a higher-level, executive position.
Further study should be conducted in this area.

It is surprising to find that there were a high percentage of “N/A” responses for the class of
1998. This would have been expected if the majority of the class were on campus; however, this

was not the case. One possible explanation is that the student’s felt that their job was still the
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same as before. Another possibility is that they chose not to tell others in the organization about
the program and pretended as if everything was going as normal.

It is disturbing to note that for the class of 1998, 24% of the students felt that they faced a
moderately negative transition and interaction environment after returning from the program.
Some of the students became quite ill due to the work environment overload. The perception
tended to be: “he is attending MIT, he can handle it.” This attitude resulted in massive
overloads. Many students in this situation just continued to go on and tried to deal with
everything that was thrown their way. They tried not to lose faith in the program and tried to

keep focused on “the light at the end of the tunnel.”

5.3 Buiilding Communities of Practice (CoP)

Brown and Duguid believe that to build a community of practice there needs to be some
sharing of work, language, or belief. In most books they would consider this as the building of
an organizational culture, wherein artifacts are created and shared language and understanding is
a means of communication. It is quite evident in this program that there is some sharing that is
occurring but it cannot quite be determined whether it is as a result of an established community
or merely something in the process of development.

During this study, it became apparent that many of the pieces necessary for building CoP
are at least partially present. Some examples are:

* As seen in section 4.1, there is some implicit and explicit sharing that is occurring in the
work environment of some of the students.
* The students shared language among each other in the program and among their peers,

supervisors and organization
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= An example of shared learning across organizations — a relationship was established betwezn
a student from the class of 1997 and one from the class of 1998. The mechanism or
encouragement of the courses during the January period did not foster this relationship. A
member of the SDM staff suggested the link when one student requested more information

about a project or an idea for a thesis.

Despite these positive signs, there are many other issues that must be considered and
evaluated. One important factor uncovered in the study was the unwiliingness of students to
form teams outside of their own organization. The majority of students indicated that they
preferred to form teams in the same location, for reasons which include: the hassle associated
with trying to arrange meeting times, technical problems with communications media, and
coping with differences in corporate culture. Many students pointed out that one of the main
barriers to electronic sharing is the firewall that exists between the organizations.

it is apparent that the program must continue to take proactive steps to spur the
development of CoP. These efforts must be continually evaluated. For example, in the
program’s attempt to help nurture and promote the first stages of Communities-of-Practice, this
year a poster session was incorporated into the organizational process course. The idea behind
this poster session was to encourage the class cf '97 to interact with the class of '98 and become
aware of the various initiatives that the class of *98 was engaged in. The students in the class of
'98 were asked to create a visual poster that would explain and display the organizational
initiatives that they chose to address for the end of the course. The class of ‘97 was invited to
attend the poster session in order to give them an opportunity to interact with the new class and

to make coniection with the various projects that they were working on at work or with what
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they did last year. Although the poster session did encourage interaction among the students in
both classes during the session, the interaction did not continue beyond the session.

Another way to stimulate CoP’s is by aligning the needs of the students and their
organizations to the teaching of the courses offered in the program. This alignment will help to
increase the organizational learning which is a goal of the program.

CoP’s can also be stimulated by making sure that the incentive programs offer enough
motivation for the student to participate. This is the responsibility of the organization and the
SDM program to assure that each student will have a means for advancement or increased
knowledge for the advancement of their projects and/or work.

One of the most important factors when building Communities-of-Practice is the tools and
technology that are in place to support this community. A continuous evaluation of this factor is
essential. The program currently offers the tools and technological equipment shown below for

the students.

Class of 1997
Perceived Eflectivenses of Communication Medla
12Ca
100%
80 .
M) :
1
!
“ 1
1
!
2% \
o [ ﬂ :
Tesphore Face-DFace -
COMMAND Systern Ganeral Emad T 0 Vidaocordgrercng ) Fece-DfFece gap) (]
Very ERactve % S % 0% 0% [ %
Eficcive 1% % 100% 50% 2% &% ()
Not Eflecive 8% (2] [y 5% % % s
h&'n‘l Use 75% 0% % 5% 0% 0% 17%
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Class of 1998
Perceived Etfectiveness of Communication Madia
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0% 1
0%
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o 1 =) [1
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1 Une Ead I T% 20% 1% ™ 20%

The charts above display the perceived effectiveness of each communication tool as viewed
by each class. As expected, traditional communication methods received the highest approval
rate: telephone and face-to-face interaction. A close second in approval rate were the methods
which are becoming traditional over the past decade: email and fax. Less traditional and less
standard methods (COMMAND and Videoccnferencing) received the iowest approval rate. The
approval rate was closely tied to the number and frequency of perceived problems with the tool.
It is interesting to note that no tool was overwhelmingly perceived as Very Effective. The
closest was Email at 10%. There are not enough data in this preliminary study to draw solid
expianations for this phenomenon. It is an area for possible further research. However, one
possible explanation may be that most students are so overwhelmed by work and school that no
tool can make up for the lack of time to use it to its full potential.

For the class of 1997, the COMMAND system was not yet in place and a majority of them
do not know what it is. Some have tried to utilize the system only because the course they were

taking required it. Many of them felt that the tool was not effective and was too cumbersome.
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Videoconferencing was another tool which a significant number of students felt was not
effective. For the most part, this perception was linked directly to problems with the technology
which they experienced and/or observed. On the plus side, we should see an increase in the
perceived effectiveness of this tool as the technology continues to improve.

There are other factors that can affect the perceived effectiveness of a communication tool.
If the student is already familiar with a tool, he is more likely to use it effectively. The perceived
effectiveness of unfamiliar tools is influenced by the student’s willingness to invest the time to
learn the tool, and then to have the desire to use the tool. Many students expressed their

unwillingness to add yet another task to their already full plate.

6 Conclusions and Observations

Throughout the months of research, one particuiar theme was always consistent: in order
for this program to be succescful, there needs to be stronger support mechanisms in the corporate
culture of the partner companies. Tais will probably require a more significant investment of
time, resources, and money by partner companies in order to build this relationship and
commitment to their future leaders. Therefore, it would seem that one of the best ways to
improve the effectiveness of the SDM program is for the program itself to spearhead efforts to
help partner companies establish these stronger support mechanisms. A possible direction for
future research would be studying ways in which the SDM program could best achicve such a
goal.

One of the chance results from the interviews was that students with the most positive

transitions had a direct manager who could relate to their situation. Typically, a manager could
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relate to a student’s situation either because the manager was in a similar program at MIT or
elsewhere, or because the manager had full buy-in, understanding, and an open-mind for the
opportunity at hand for the student. Thus, it would appear that the success of the program will
feed upon itself. In other words, over time there will be more and more graduates of the SDM
program out in the workforce, and, therefore, future students will be more likely to have a
manager at some level who can relate.

Ironically, support from the organization can sometimes have a negative effect on the
student. When there is support, it is also likely that there are higher expectations for the student.
This can be detrimental to an already overloaded student who is now also trying to prove that he
or she is the “wonder-person” that the manager and/or the organization envisioned. This
phenomenon must be taken into account by the program when trying to setup support networks.

Here are some proactive recommendations for the student’s organization and SDM to
consider in developing the support mechanism that the students will need as they transition back
into the firm.

* After the company determines which students should participate in the SDM program,
they should meet with each student in order to set long term goals for the student. For
example, making clear to the students that this program is an upward movement and
that when they graduate they will be put in charge of a project of their choice. By
stating the goals of the firm and matching it with the students’ ambitions, any short-
term actions can be seen in light of long term career movements.

® The company should get the student’s direct supervisors involved in the understanding

of the program and in being more sensitive to the needs and demands upon the students.
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Ultimately, there should be a mentoring program in which graduates of the SDM
program act as mentors to current students.

Interpretation of the resulis of the utilization of course material data is somewhat premature
in cases of low utilization. Because the program is so young, there is no way to tell whether or
not, and how, the material will be utilized in the future. The data collected here, therefore, might
be more valuable as a baseline for future comparison than as a basis for conclusions at this point.
Based on this study, a few recommendations for the program and future research are apparent:

* As previously mentioned, it is recommended that the SDM program look into setting up
methods for helping to improve student support in partner companies.

= Data of the type collected for this study should be collected every year for trend and other
comparative analyses.

* Students should be required to complete a comprehensive survey, of the type used for this
study, before they leave the program. In addition, they should be informed about and
encouraged to participate in future studies at which point they will have been in the
workforce for several years.

# More detailed data spanning a longer period of time should be gathered ir the future via case
studies on groups of students.

* The survey used for this study should be expanded by adding more detailed questions and
some multiple-choice questions. During the follow-up interviews, the students should be
asked to list the various elements that helped them make a smooth transition back into the
workplace. They should also be asked about their views on what were the driving forces

behind the support that they received or did not receive.
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A study should be conducted that attempts to uncover ways in which utilization of the
communication tools cffered can be increased.

Other effective communication tools should be explored in order to spur the creation of
Communities of Practice. Examples of other tools are: dedicated websites, newsgroups, and
list servers for alumni.

Utilization of course material might be improved if feedback from incoming students is
solicited in order to integrate to some degree into the courses the types of issues that they
face that are important to them.

Properly evaluating the effectiveness of a complex educational program like SDM is a very

difficult task, especially when the program is very young and therefore may not have a long

enough history to provide sufficiently large body of data or experience. In addition,

measurements are necessarily based on many highly subjective factors, so it is essential to

continually re-exarnine and refine the methodology. However, this study is a good beginning

towards establishing areas and methods through which to meaningfully measure effectiveness.

7 Next Steps

Below are some possible next steps for SDM to consider implementing:

Short-term Actions

Form student focus groups to explore the elements of support from theis respective
companies that they view as helpful.

Assemble company focus groups to examine why they decided to partner with the SDM
program; what were their goals in terms of sponsorship; in what ways did SDM appeal to
them; what is their view on the support mechanism that currently exists for the students; how

can the program make it more marketable to tiie company.
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© Follow the progress of a current student who is utilizing the course material.
* Follow the progress of an alumus to determine how well the program prepared him/her for

new challenges.

Long-term Actions

* Examine the relative effectiveness between the SDM program verse the Sloan MBA and the
Masters of Engineering.

s Research what topics are most conducive to distance learning

* Conduct on-going surveys and interviews to determine the perception of the SDM program

® Develop a mechanism in order to track the success of students after they leave the SDM

program
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8 Appendixes
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