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The Integrative Business Experience:
A Practical Approach for Learning 
by Doing
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This paper describes an interdisciplinary undergraduate curriculum innovation that links 
classroom learning to hands-on business and community service work. The program, 
called the Integrative Business Experience (IBE), requires students to enroll concurrently 
in three required core business courses and a practicum course in which they develop and 
operate a start-up business (based on an actual bank loan of up to $5,000) and use com-
pany profits to carry out a hands-on community service project. The IBE program is by 
nature a set of applied learning courses that clearly fulfill Kolb’s four steps in the Cycle 
of Learning and produces a wide variety of positive outcomes. This paper will explain the 
need for applied learning in business and how the IBE program is structured. Then, after 
an overview of Kolb’s Cycle of Learning (1984), the paper will apply IBE to Kolb’s four 
stages: 1) Concrete Experience, 2) Reflective Observation, 3) Abstract Conceptualization, 
and 4) Active Experimentation. 

 
 Over two decades ago, in a comprehensive national study, Porter 
and McKibbin (1988) concluded that undergraduate business school 
programs were doing a good job of developing students’ technical 
skills, but were not adequately preparing them for their future jobs.  
Unfortunately, based on more recent assessments (e.g. Bennis & 
O’Toole, 2005; Mitroff, 2004; Pfeffer & Fong, 2002, 2004), business 
graduates are still unprepared in four important areas.  With few excep-
tions, they: (a) have a difficult time viewing business organizations 
from an interdisciplinary perspective, (b) are limited in their ability to 
work and communicate effectively with others, (c) are unable to solve 
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unstructured problems and (d) have a narrow, outdated view of ethics 
and the role of management in human affairs.  
 In large measure, these deficiencies probably result from a com-
bination of two factors.  One is that most students have only worked 
in low level, part-time jobs that contribute little to their understanding 
of the workings of business organizations. Further, although typical 
student jobs involve working with others, they seldom provide any 
significant responsibility for organizing work activities, dealing with 
ethics and/or human-resource issues or solving unstructured problems.  
The other is that prevailing business education practice emphasizes 
theoretical knowledge in discipline-based courses while largely ignor-
ing both practical applications that cut across business disciplines and 
the development of students’ professional and ethical assessments (e.g., 
Bennis & O’Toole, 2005; Giacalone & Thompson, 2006; Mitroff, 2004; 
Pfeffer & Fong, 2002, 2004).  Further, traditional lecture/discussion 
courses seldom provide opportunities to develop social responsibility 
and student values or gain community involvement.  
 The purpose of this paper is to describe a program in which 
students learn to do hands-on business and community service work.  
The program, called the Integrative Business Experience (IBE—see 
Michaelsen & McCord, 2006), requires students to enroll concurrently 
in three required core business courses and a practicum course in which 
they develop and operate a start-up business (based on an actual bank 
loan of up to $5,000) and use company profits to carry out a hands-on 
community service project.  By creating and running both a business 
and service venture, the students engage in activities and outcomes that 
touch on all four of Kolb’s Stages of Learning.  The program receives 
high accolades and interest because the learning outcomes are clearly 
strong and directly measurable using real business metrics and because 
student engagement is very strong.  These outcomes are a direct result 
of applied learning in an innovative and integrated curriculum. 

STRUCTURE OF IBE 

 In most undergraduate business programs, students have four types 
of required course work.  During their freshman and sophomore years, 
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they must complete the first two types: a university core curriculum (a 
broad-based set of general education requirements) and a pre-business 
core (i.e., courses in economics, statistics, computers, business com-
munications, and mathematics).  During their junior year, they must 
complete a set of core courses that focus on key business functions 
(e.g., finance, information systems, legal studies, management, market-
ing, etc.)  During the remainder of their junior year and in their senior 
year, students complete the coursework in their major and minor fields 
of study and conclude by taking a required capstone course. 
 The curricular innovation reported in this paper involves a change 
in the way students complete their junior-level core business require-
ments.  Traditionally, they enrolled in four or five (depending on the 
university) stand-alone, lecture-oriented courses.  Starting in the spring 
of 2004 at the University of Central Missouri, they have the opportu-
nity to choose a program, called the Integrative Business Experience 
(IBE—see Figure 1).  This program, which was inspired by Manage-
ment 101 at Bucknell University (see Miller, 1991), links students’ 
work in three core courses to two intensive hands-on experiences (see 
Figure 2).  Typically, these core courses are taught in a lecture/discus-
sion format in which students listen, take notes, and demonstrate famil-
iarity with course concepts by taking summative, and, in most cases, 
multiple-choice exams. By contrast, IBE students have the opportunity 
to: (a) practice using basic business concepts and analytical tools to 
solve a wide range of unstructured problems, (b) receive an integrated 
exposure to concepts from three core business disciplines, (c) develop 
interpersonal and group-interaction skills in a work-like setting, and 
(d) develop student values and social responsibility by responding to a 
real societal need.  IBE students gain experience by creating and man-
aging two significant enterprises–an actual start-up company (funded 
by a real-money bank loan of up to $5,000) and a hands-on community 
service project.  They receive an integrated exposure to core business 
concepts as faculty deliver content instruction that is specifically se-
quenced to provide real-time conceptual support for managing students’ 
business and service ventures.  Students also have the opportunity to 
develop interpersonal and group problem-solving skills both in learning 
teams in the content courses (see Michaelsen, Knight, & Fink, 2004; 
Michaelsen, Parmalee, Levine & McMahon, 2007) and through their 
IBE company activities. 

TEAM-BASED LEARNING  

 Team-Based Learning (TBL—see Michaelsen et al., 2004, Sweet 
& Michaelsen, 2011, Trank & Rynes, 2003) is rooted in what actually 
motivates adult learners. Rather than coercing students to “do what 
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Figure 1. Business Degree Program Structure

Figure 2. Key Elements of IBE
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good students do” (come to class, pay attention, take notes, etc.), TBL 
structures student work around specific, visible, concrete, public deci-
sions. The quality of those decisions depends on how well students 
have processed course content. Particularly in the context of IBE, read-
ing and studying are no longer empty behaviors or abstract exercises; 
they are a means to an immediate end—figuring out how to create and 
manage a start-up business and how to make a real difference through 
doing community service work. A permanent team structure gives 
students time to learn to make decisions together, an essential condi-
tion for requiring them to perform at higher cognitive levels.  The key 
to an effective TBL course is that student tasks must be focused on 
using course concepts as a basis for making decisions and, in IBE, the 
decisions have consequences for the students, their customers, and 
for the recipients of their community service work. The main driver 
of the method is frequent, immediate feedback on everything students 
decide—whether as individuals or in teams. In IBE, the highest-impact 
feedback is often the reactions of their customers and clients.
 A TBL course will have 5-7 instructional units.  For each unit, the 
sequence over 2-6 class meetings is:

 1. A substantial reading assignment (outside of class) 
 2. Readiness Assurance Process to assess basic student grasp of   
  main ideas (in class) 
 3. Clarification of lingering confusion (in class)
 4. Team applications using the material to delve more deeply into   
  complex ideas (in class) 
 5. Assessment of learning (individual and/or team assignments) (in   
  or outside of class)
 6. Debrief/summary (in class)

 The Readiness Assurance Process (RAP) (see Michaelsen et al., 
2004; Sweet & Michaelsen, 2011) provides a foundation for both con-
tent understanding and team development. Early in each unit, students 
take an individual, multiple-choice, Readiness Assessment Test (RAT) 
to measure their understanding of the assigned content. Immediately 
afterward the team takes the exactly same test for a team score.  Both 
components factor into students’ grades. The RATs ensure that students 
get immediate feedback on their initial understanding, to correct any 
errors. This process has a double psychological function. First, the In-
dividual RAT ensures that students do not use their teams to cover over 
individual failure to prepare. Second, the Team RAT requires the team 
to practice its decision-making from the very beginning of the course.
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EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING THEORY: 
KOLB’S CYCLE OF LEARNING 

 Applied learning is a pedagogy that integrates the content matter(s) 
being studied with authentic, real, learning experiences, and in do-
ing so, completes Kolb’s (1984) Cycle of Learning.  Part of applied 
learning is experiential education, which is a process through which 
a learner constructs knowledge, skill, and value from direct experi-
ence (Luckman, 1996, p.7).  Based on the idea that direct involvement 
enhances students’ learning, experiential education addresses student 
problems with learning and motivation (Rogers, 1969). Applied learn-
ing uses experiential education in a real setting, which is the backbone 
of the IBE curriculum.  
 Many empirical studies have found that experiential learning 
increases students’ ability to transfer knowledge and skills from the 
classroom to the real world (Cantor, 1995; Cranton, 1989; Knowles, 
1970).  Knowles et al. (1984) also supports the motivational advantages 
of experiential learning.  His work on self-directed learning theory 
suggest that adults have a preference for experiential and task-centered 
learning.  Other studies of experiential learning found increased student 
satisfaction and motivation (Acosta, 1991; Baslow & Byrne, 1993; 
Cantor, 1995.)
 Kolb’s Cycle of Learning (1984) supports the importance and im-
pact of experience and application in learning.  The cycle begins with 
a concrete experience—a particular action is carried out.  The learner 
then reflects on the experience (reflective observation), draws conclu-
sions (abstract conceptualization) and finally enters a phase of active 
experimentation where ideas and conclusions are tested.  An example 
of how this process works in IBE is that students learn concepts related 
to product pricing in the classroom, which is abstract conceptualization.  
The concepts are put into active experimentation by setting a specific 
price and a sales strategy for the product they have decided to sell as 
part of the IBE practicum course.  As soon as their product arrives from 
their supplier, students have the concrete experience of interacting with 
and experiencing the reaction of potential customers.  Students inevi-
tably reflect on their experience (reflective observation), and the cycle 
begins again as they adjust their prices and/or sales strategies.  Because 
the experience is in a real business setting, the class content matter has 
already been transferred and applied to the real problems, decisions, 
and outcomes students will face in future jobs. The Cycle of Learning 
model was modified by Svinicki and Dixon (1987) to include primary 
descriptors of student learning for each phase, such as feeling, watch-
ing, thinking, and doing.  
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 In this paper, the focus is on the outcomes that students are ex-
pected to perform and the impact that applied learning has on those 
outcomes.  Using Kolb’s cycle of learning, Svinicki and Dixon (1987, 
1994) reframed the phases with horizontal and vertical axes.  The 
vertical axis represents the range of input of information from concrete 
experience to abstract conceptualization, or “student as receiver”.  The 
horizontal axis represents the processing of information, as a range 
from active experimentation to reflective observation, or “student as 
actor.” These axes for student tasks are included as crossed arrows at 
the center of Figure 3, which shows individual versus IBE instructional 
activities that support Kolb’s model.
 Svinicki and Dixon (1994) suggested individual tasks/activities that 
support Kolb’s Cycle of Learning.  Their practical ideas and activities 
for concrete experiences include fieldwork, poetry reading, laboratory 
experiments, and games.  Journal writing or class discussion leads to 
reflective observation on those experiences.  Abstract conceptualiza-
tion occurs when students generalize concrete concepts, adapting them 
to new physical models.  Svinicki and Dixon labeled this dimension 
“thinking.”  Examples of student thinking include situations that ap-
ply and test ideas in papers, projects, and model building.  Finally, 
more case study, field, laboratory, or simulation work facilitates active 
experimentation, where the content is applied.  Figure 3 shows Svinicki 
and Dixon’s addition of classroom activities to Kolb’s model.  Svinicki 
and Dixon’s examples of classroom activities are in regular font, and 
are compared to examples of IBE activities, given in italics. 
 This paper uses Kolb’s cycle of learning to describe IBE’s applied 
learning outcomes for experiential learning and development. This 
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paper categorizes the outcomes of IBE using both the phases of the 
cycle and the axes.  The IBE program naturally takes students through 
all four stages of Kolb’s learning cycle, and consistently meets and 
exceeds learning outcomes.

INTEGRATIVE BUSINESS EXPERIENCE  

 We use Kolb’s (1984) Cycle of Learning with Svinicki and Dixon’s 
modifications for individual learning to provide a theoretical rationale 
for why the IBE approach enriches the student learning experience.  
The foundation of the IBE program was specifically designed to give 
students real-life experience in using business course related con-
cepts.  The real-life experience is the primary vehicle used to advance 
the development of academic learning and students’ professionalism, 
personal values, and interpersonal skills.  The IBE program has three 
applied learning outcomes: (a) to provide students with the opportunity 
to create and manage a small business enterprise, (b) to cultivate and 
reinforce the students’ sense of corporate and ethical responsibility by 
requiring profits generated by the company to be used to assist a non-
profit service project, and (c) to cultivate a sense of individual respon-
sibility to the community by requiring the personal involvement of the 
student with the selected non-profit service project.  We assess these 
outcomes using Kolb’s model below.

KOLB’S AXIS OF ABSTRACT CONCEPTUALIZATION 
AND CONCRETE EXPERIENCE

 Traditionally, much of a business curriculum is spent training stu-
dents to use tools and theories to prepare them make better decisions, 
track data, and in general, prepare them for the kinds of jobs they will 
do after graduation—all of which are mainly categorized as abstract 
conceptualization.  For example, students in an Information Systems 
course learn how to create spreadsheets, databases, project planning 
software, presentation software, and so forth.  Similarly, Marketing 
students are taught about concepts such as using focus group or survey 
tools to identify a target market and Management students learn about 
tools and approaches for human resource assessment and performance 
tracking. Whatever the discipline, all too often the approach has been to 
lecture on the theoretical concepts from different business disciplines, 
with perhaps having students use the concepts in some sort of hypo-
thetical setting such as analyzing a business case.  In these scenarios, 
however, students rarely move beyond Kolb’s stage of abstract concep-
tualization of content, because their experience is purely cognitive and 
the feedback they receive is limited to hypothetical consequences of 
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hypothetical choices. Increasingly, business courses attempt to increase 
the reality of students’ experience by having them do field projects. 
However, in most cases the impact of most field projects is limited by 
the fact that the end product is a decision about a recommended course 
of action for their “client.” 
 Although we strongly support the idea of having students do field 
projects, by providing students the opportunity to create and manage 
their own small business enterprise, IBE extends students’ concrete 
experience (from Kolb’s cycle) beyond well beyond what is possible 
from the vast majority of even the best-conceived field projects. That 
is because in IBE students’ decisions are not the end product—they are 
the beginning of a series of learning cycles. In IBE, students acquire the 
business concepts just in time to use them to make real choices and ex-
perience feedback in the form of natural consequences. As a result, they 
have a far different motivation to both apply what they have learned 
and reflect on their experience. Further, because the consequences are 
real and immediate, they have the opportunity to learn to be innovative 
as they work their way through the challenges they inevitably face in 
the process of running their business and completing their community 
service projects.
 For example, at the beginning of the program in the Management 
of Organizations course, they use decision-making concepts and goal 
theories to set company goals and determine how they will decide on a 
product for their business and a strategy for identifying and completing 
their community service projects.  As the IBE program progresses, they 
are taught in their Management of Information Systems course to create 
and use a Gantt chart to plan and track their goals.  Other courses teach 
financial and accounting concepts which are used by students to create 
budgets and Expected Income Statements, as well as liquidity ratios.  
These statements and ratios are presented to bankers in efforts to get 
a loan to finance their start-up business, another concrete experience.  
At the end of the program, when they close the books on the business, 
they report their revenues, expenses, and profit—real business metrics 
of success.  In addition, the students have completed a hands-on service 
for a charity, and feel the pride and empowerment that their business 
and service success imparts.  All of these concepts are first presented in 
the core classes as abstract conceptualization/thinking, but are moved 
through Kolb’s continuum to actual concrete experience/feeling.  The 
pedagogical innovation of IBE is not simply that the instruction tries to 
link the concrete experience to abstract concepts, but that the concepts 
now matter because students are employing them in a high-stakes situ-
ation. If they do not apply the concepts well, for example, they fail to 
secure the loan and thereby cannot complete the requirements for the 
coursework.
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 In addition to starting and running their own company, IBE 
cultivates and reinforces the students’ sense of corporate and ethical re-
sponsibility by requiring profits generated by the company to be used to 
assist a non-profit service project. Many organizations are urging busi-
ness schools to train students in ethics, hoping to increase their sensitiv-
ity to ethical issues.  Most professions have a strong ideological and 
ethical component (Trank & Rynes, 2003) and business is no different.  
Beyond the call for ethical business training, there is a call to make 
social responsibility a meaningful part of business education (Kashyap, 
Mir, & Iyer, 2006). Students are introduced to discipline-related ethical 
issues and concepts (abstract conceptualization) in all three of the core 
courses. The concrete experience gained through IBE is that students 
use their business organization to make a profit that is then given to a 
charity.  
 Due to a combination of oversight from the bankers, high student 
motivation, and the fact that the companies have what amounts to 
free labor, there has never been an IBE Company loss.  Students gain 
real-world business experience, with a service-learning goal (profit to 
be given away and services to be given to the charity) as a measure of 
that business experience. Working with and for a not-for-profit seems 
to naturally increase students’ sensitivity to ethical issues and help 
them to develop an individual social responsibility.  A recent study 
(Cai-Hillon & McCord, 2011) found that the IBE class encouraged 
student social responsibility development and the IBE service-learning 
curriculum significantly increased students’ volunteerism. This occurs 
because they are experiencing ethical situations as opposed to simply 
talking and/or reading about them.  In addition, IBE students both make 
choices and experience the consequences of their decisions, greatly 
increasing their applied learning. 
 Furthermore, as the students work throughout the semester with 
a not-for-profit, they start with a concept of what the charity is about 
and what the charity needs—abstract conceptualization.  Later, as a 
result of concrete experience, IBE companies may change their service 
project plans midstream as they learn the true needs of the charity.  For 
example, an IBE company initially planned to visit residents in the 
Veterans Home, but chose to add a more sustainable service by building 
benches and facilitating a new recreation room.  Usually, IBE students 
volunteer the most near the end of semester as they develop and mature 
in their values and social responsibility, and as they come to better 
understand the needs of their service recipients.  One indication of their 
increased social responsibility is that many of the IBE students con-
tinue to work with and for their non-profit groups after the semester is 
over (Cai-Hillon & McCord, 2011).  
 Another important learning outcome of IBE is to cultivate a sense 
of individual responsibility to the community by requiring the personal 
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involvement of the student with the selected non-profit service project.  
As IBE students fulfill the requirement of “making a lasting difference” 
through organizing and carrying out hands-on community service work, 
many develop a deep sense of empathy for and commitment to those 
they serve. In addition, IBE students develop a greater level of personal 
competence, social justice responsibility, ability with interpersonal rela-
tionships and volunteer more than non-IBE students (Cai-Hillon &  
McCord, 2011). Although measures of empathy are hard to quantify, 
the depth of students’ feelings about their service experience are evi-
dent in comments from their end-of-semester reflections.  Quotes from 
end-of-semester reflections, included below, illustrate their personal 
growth, and how they take the concrete experience and real-world 
feedback at one end of Kolb’s axis, reflect upon it, and turn it into an 
abstract conceptualization of planned action in future scenarios.

KOLB’S AXIS OF ACTIVE EXPERIMENTATION 
AND REFLECTIVE OBSERVATION

 After the students learn the concepts and begin applying them in the 
concrete setting of their student company, they modify them to meet 
the unique needs of their service or business company, engaging in 
active experimentation.  For example, although all IBE companies have 
a static website to showcase their product, we have had IBE compa-
nies expand the use of their website to advertise their service goals to 
the community, remind students of events, and provide a web-form 
for students to input their service hours (and sales for the charity) into 
a database, which is then used to track the number of hours donated.  
The databases are downloaded into spreadsheets to make charts and 
are placed in PowerPoint presentations so individual students can see 
how they compare in service to their peers.  Marketing students have 
experimented with adding social media and viral marketing to more 
traditional face-to-face sales techniques.  One IBE company presi-
dent experimented with servant leadership by fasting and sleeping in 
a cardboard box in front of the Student Union for two days to bring 
awareness to their service organization’s needs.  All these examples of 
active experimentation were not anticipated by the instructors and led 
to higher motivation and learning outcomes of the students involved.  
 As students themselves examine the results of these experiments, 
they discover that not all resulted in greater efficiency, efficacy, or 
higher business metrics such as profit.  Their reflections on these 
experiments are not only discussed at company meetings throughout 
the semester, but also shared in an individual website journal at the se-
mester end.  For example, business metrics such as “quantity of sales” 
did not support using social media advertising but did support viral 
marketing.  Examining the reasons behind these failed and success-
ful attempts provides strong learning that is retained much more than 
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instructor lectures.  So, by sharing what they have done and how they 
think they are performing, plus evaluating their peers’ performance as 
company employees, they close Kolb’s (1984) cycle through reflective 
observation and move across Svinicki and Dixon’s (1994) axis of doing 
to watching. 
 The second learning outcome of IBE is to cultivate and reinforce an 
increased sense of corporate and ethical responsibility.  As they imple-
ment their community service project, IBE students must do virtually 
everything managers actually do.  Their first task is setting objectives, 
such as how to make a lasting impact through community service. In 
doing so, they reflect and discuss what is important to them, and in 
what community areas they most want to make a difference. Then they 
meet in groups to research, discuss, and decide how to spend their time 
and their money (company profit).  In some cases, they raise money for 
one charity, but meet the needs of a different charity through hands-
on work. They must organize events and find people to do the work, 
answer to charity and university stakeholders, assess the impact of their 
activities and track the resources used (money, hours, materials, etc.).  
In these activities, they are constantly experimenting with ways to be 
effective and efficient when assisting their charity (active experimenta-
tion).
 At the end of the semester, part of the students’ company final 
report is describing the impact they made on their charity.  They have 
tracked throughout the semester metrics that they deem important, such 
as profit, hours served, hours served per person, impact on client char-
ity, number of charity clients served or impacted, and so on.  Deciding 
on their performance metrics for service, and then tracking and report-
ing those metrics at semester end requires reflection and closes the 
loop of Kolb’s cycle.  Individual and company reports have included 
quantitative metrics such as donations gained, hours served, grants 
written, and structures built or renovated.  By applying ethical concepts 
to serving a real charity, their reflective observations of lessons learned 
are much more salient than using ethical cases or scenarios (see student 
quotes below).  These reflections reinforce the student’s increased 
sense of corporate and ethical responsibility.
 The third learning outcome of IBE is to cultivate a sense of individ-
ual responsibility to the community by requiring the personal involve-
ment of the student with a selected non-profit service project.  The IBE 
students create and operate their business venture, choose their charity,  
and carry out their service project themselves.  For many, interaction 
with a charity is new and forces them into active experimentation.  
They take considerable pride in how they use business and academic 
knowledge to succeed.  At the end of the semester, each student creates 
a “Personal Portfolio,” in which they reflect on what they learned and 
how they learned (reflective observation).  In their reflections, students 
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often express the deep meaning of their service activities.  Many make 
a personal bond with service clients, and continue their volunteer work 
and relationships beyond the semester.  Others focus on the lessons 
they learned about working with others, and/or operating a business.  
Some of their reflections are as follows:

 “When I asked and assigned company members to tasks, my job 
became easier and other members felt more included.  I learned 
that this should have been one of the first things I did.  No one got 
mad; if they didn’t want me to tell them what to do, they wouldn’t 
have elected me for president.  I just needed to realize this sooner.”   
Kendra
  “I hope to use what I have learned within the courses to estab-
lish myself in a company and also learn hands on experience as a 
manager. Some things can’t be taught in a classroom and you have 
to learn them from experience. … I hope to be better at giving 
feedback because as a manager it is something I need to become 
comfortable doing. My approach is still very weak and I come off 
as not productive...”  Ernestine
 “I always thought that people would only help me if they could 
get some sort of benefit from it.  After participating in my compa-
ny, I have realized that is simply not true.  Most people are willing 
to help with anything you could need.  Being part of a non-profit 
organization really opened my eyes to this.”  Dwayne 
 “This experience has not only taught me the course material, or 
how to start and run a business, but also it has taught me a lot about 
myself.  I am a very hard worker and always strive for success.  I 
have also learned that I care about other people and their own opin-
ions.”  Paula
 “For our service project, we planned a Bowling for Cancer night 
at the (University) bowling lanes.  All the profits from this event 
were also donated to the American Cancer Society.  I helped ad-
vertise the event as well as stay and supervise.  The company also 
participated in the Relay for Life in (City).  I volunteered my time 
by walking and selling shirts at this event.  The service project was 
a great experience raising money for such a good organization. It 
has taught me important areas such as ethics, communication, and 
working with others as a member of a team.”  Ariadne 

ASSESSMENT OF IBE PROGRAM BUSINESS 
AND SERVICE OUTCOMES 

 We face many of the same obstacles in assessing our program 
outcomes that we do when assessing the impact of a single course.  For 
most of our outcomes, we rely on qualitative data from the students’ 
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Personal Portfolios where they reflect on what they did and what they 
learned from their experiences.  We have an advantage, however, in 
that we can assess students’ learning by examining tangible deliver-
ables produced by the companies and observing the processes through 
which they were created.  These deliverables include such things as 
systems for handling money and company inventory, systems for 
tracking progress toward achieving company objectives, company web 
sites, advertisements, company documents and presentations. In fact, 
many of the deliverables provide compelling evidence of the positive 
academic impact of the IBE program. For example, in spite of the fact 
that students are enrolled in the introductory Management of Informa-
tion Systems course, IBE companies have produced databases with 
web user interfaces that are more complex and work better than many 
senior-level IT capstone projects.  In addition, we cannot help but 
conclude that students have increased understanding because they have 
actually used the databases to manage their inventory and to motivate 
company members to participate in company activities and projects.  
 In addition to the feedback from the members of the service 
organizations that is typical of most service learning courses, students 
get immediate and relevant feedback from other groups with whom 
company members interact.  These include the bankers who must 
approve their loan requests, suppliers, various regulatory agencies both 
within the university and within the larger community, and customers.  
For example, in the past two years, two companies were not given a 
loan and had to modify their plans and reapply.  This feedback from 
the bankers is a natural consequence of applying for a real loan.  
Every company must have any use of university logos evaluated and 
approved, and about half the time this process takes 2-3 iterations.  One 
company was not able to get their product approved until the course 
was over three-quarters through!  Many business people use the saying 
that actually trying to implement a business and make a profit is where 
the “rubber hits the road.”  Although profit is not a component of a 
student’s grade, it is clearly a real indication of success using a real 
business metric–and every IBE company has made a profit.  Although 
this seems impossible, it is made possible because the students give 
their business and community service labor for free, the faculty delivers 
content instruction that is specifically sequenced to provide real-
time conceptual support for managing students’ business and service 
ventures, and students are in competition with other peer companies 
and are strongly motivated not to fail. 
 Critics may wonder if some of the success of the IBE is due to a 
high proportion of highly motivated students choosing the IBE option 
for fulfilling their core course requirements.  Even though the majority 
of IBE students are still from majors that require them to participate 
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in the program, this may be a valid point for two reasons.  One is that, 
over time, there has been a steady increase in the number of students 
who enroll in IBE even though it is not a part of their major’s require-
ments.  The other is that students are increasingly choosing to come 
to our institution because of IBE. These students opt-into IBE at the 
point of deciding where to attend college, not at the point of deciding 
what courses to take. Thus, in a very real sense, the IBE has become a 
recruitment tool at the institutional level.
 The most concrete data we use to assess the impact of the program 
are the number of service hours contributed at IBE company sponsored 
events and the amount of money contributed to community service 
organizations.  Based on these measures, IBE has been a resounding 
success.  The financial and community service performance of IBE 
companies has surpassed our wildest expectations.  We have (one or 
both of the authors) worked with a total of 781 students in IBE between 
the spring semester of 2004 and the spring semester of 2011 at the Uni-
versity of Central Missouri. (The IBE program has been implemented 
at a number of other schools as far away as Indonesia.)  These students 
have formed and managed 38 remarkably successful companies (see 
Appendix A for a company-by-company summary).  In total, our IBE 
student businesses:
 
	 •	 Have	received	$96,991	in	loans	and	have	generated	total	revenue	 
  of $354,152 and total net profit of $193,332.
	 •	 Have	provided	to	over	40	community	service	and/or	voluntary	 
  non-profit organizations:
   $193,332 in direct financial support from the efforts of IBE  
   student businesses.
   11,962 hours of community service from IBE-organized  
   activities (includes others whom IBE students have recruited  
   to support their efforts).

 One of the most valuable aspects of the IBE program is that we can 
make the content “real” by sequencing the topics so that students have 
intellectual and practical “tools” to use in creating and implementing 
their business and service ventures.  As a result, the key document for 
organizing the classroom instruction and creating course syllabi for the 
three core content courses in IBE is a master calendar that shows the 
schedule of activities that the IBE companies engage in as part of the 
practicum course.  Examples of these activities are in Figure 4.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

 The authors are engaged in two different types of efforts regard-
ing IBE.  One is that we are engaged in research that supplements 
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anecdotal evidence with empirical data aimed at understanding and 
documenting both how and why this program has such a positive influ-
ence on students, as well as the extent to which participation in the IBE 
program impacts their performance in subsequent course work and 
their job performance and participation in community service activities 
in the early years of their careers after they graduate.  At present, we 
are in the first year of analyzing data based on a maturity instrument 
developed by the authors and the Higher Education Service Learning 
Surveys (Diaz-Gallegos, Furco, & Yamada, 1990), which involves a 
pre-test (given in week 2) and post-test (given in week 15).  In addition, 
we are in the process of collecting and analyzing data to see how the 
IBE experience affects student performance in a subsequent Production 
and Operations Management class.  
 The second goal of IBE’s future is not research, but implementa-
tion.  Given the overwhelming positive impact at each of the schools 
where IBE has been adopted, we strongly believe that we should do 
all we can to ensure that similar opportunities are given to as many 
students as possible.  As a result, we are actively engaged in a number 
of efforts aimed at exposing faculty to the benefits of IBE and to the 
requirements for implementing similar programs at their institution.  
These efforts include: (a) presenting conference sessions on IBE, (b) 
developing an IBE textbook, (c) making campus visits to other schools 
to inform them about the IBE program, (d) extending invitations for 
faculty from other schools to visit our university to talk with IBE stu-
dents and see them in action, and, (e) actively looking for opportunities 
to expose other educators to the IBE program and its benefits (e.g., IBE 
has been featured in a recent BizEd article (Bisoux, 2011)).
 

Figure 4. IBE Company Activities – Raising the Stakes
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