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ABSTRACT 

 
Previous business education research establishes 
predictive relationships between student satis-
faction levels and both "utility" and "under-
standing" oriented measures. The present study 
extends this line of research by also examining 
value relationships. A replication of recent AB-
SEL research indicates stable findings, and an 
extension identifies that utility and understand-
ing may actually be better predictors of how 
valuable students perceived a business course to 
be, rather than how satisfied they were with the 
course. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
The present paper focuses on the effect of inte-
grating a program of experiential exercises into 
an introductory business course. This article of-
fers an extension of previous empirical research 
and theoretical development in the area of expe-
riential learning and pedagogical praxis by 
building on preliminary work presented at the 
1998 annual meeting of the Association for 
Business Simulation and Experiential Learning 
(ABSEL). The present study seeks to confirm 
the extent to which large lecture, discussion sec-
tion, and experiential formats contribute to 
overall student understanding, as well as student 
evaluations of satisfaction and value in business 
education. Drawing on Albertson's (1995) con-
cept of "learning enhancement," two competing 
models appeared capable of predicting major 
portions of variance in students' overall evalua-
tion of their educational experience. The first 
model is grounded in students' perceived "util-
ity" of their educational experience, and focuses 
on the degree to which the student learns how to 
apply business information. The second model 

is based on the student's perceived "mental un-
derstanding" of the educational experience and 
focuses on the degree to which information im-
proves understanding of the material. Explora-
tory research by Patton, Davis and Govahi 
(1998) compared these two competing models 
of  "learning enhancement" across three catego-
ries of participant learning: large lectures, dis-
cussion sessions, and experiential exercises. On 
a macro level, "nearly equal amounts of partici-
pant variance were accounted for across the two 
models ("mental understanding": r2 = 82%; 
"utility": r2 = 79%)" (Patton et al., 1998, p.73). 
On a micro level, it was discovered that "in each 
of the three categories, the predictor variables 
accounting for the greatest variances of overall 
satisfaction were consistently related to "mental 
understanding" rather than 'utility'" (p. 73). 
 

PURPOSE 
 
The purpose of the present study is to expand 
present knowledge of the unique ways in which 
experiential exercises contribute to overall par-
ticipant learning. The present effort reexamines 
the two primary prediction models of student 
satisfaction ("mental understanding" and "util-
ity"), seeking to replicate earlier findings. Repli-
cation of empirical research is foundational and 
indispensable in ascertaining the stability of sta-
tistical findings. In addition, previous research 
was limited to the relationship between partici-
pants' understanding and satisfaction. The pre-
sent expansion of this research involves an in-
vestigation of the perceived value of the three 
educational methods, and is based on sugges-
tions for future research generated at ABSEL 
1998 when Patton et al (1998) was initially pre-
sented. Specifically, along with satisfaction, the 
value participants place on the three instruc-
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tional categories is also explored, as well as the 
satisfaction of participants compared to the 
value participants place on the three categories 
of instruction. Thus, the present study seeks to 
examine the contribution of two different per-
ceptual measures of students' educational ex-
perience. 
 
Patton, Davis, and Govahi (1998) suggest par-
ticipants' perception of improved conceptual un-
derstanding of management concepts is a better 
predictor than participants' perception of their 
improved ability to apply these concepts when 
determining overall satisfaction of a core man-
agement course. The present study begins with a 
replication to verify the stability and reliability 
of these past findings across all three learning 
categories. Following this is an exploratory ef-
fort to better understand satisfaction and value 
as two different perceptual measures of class-
room success. The best case to be made for a 
learning methodology is when participants view 
it as both valuable and satisfying. 
 
Although there is a downside to utilizing per-
ceptual measures when conducting research into 
experiential learning and business simulations 
(Wolf, 1998), the present study does not offer 
definitive claims of learning gains as the result 
of participation in simulations and exercises. 
Such validation claims are best done though 
other data collection methods.  The present re-
search focus is on exploring the components 
leading students to perceive experiential exer-
cises as satisfying, as well as valuable. By better 
understanding participants' perceptions, those 
components making experiential exercises satis-
fying for participants may be better utilized. The 
creators of experiential exercises can use this 
understanding to develop activities that partici-
pants view as more satisfying and valuable. Ul-
timately, this type of inquiry necessitates per-
ceptual data collection. 
 
This research program is also guided by a con-
sumer orientation, resulting in different claims 

from research involving validation of learning 
methodologies. As business schools battle for 
top students, national rankings are increasingly 
determined by surveys of students, recruiters, 
faculty and industry executives. Current and 
former students' evaluations of their educational 
experience are highly influenced by levels of 
perceived satisfaction and value. To the extent 
that experiential learning and business simula-
tions can improve students' perceptions of their 
education, the political justification for inclusion 
of experiential components in courses becomes 
far easier, if not critical for the success of some 
courses. These claims of user satisfaction are 
not meant to supplant the broader issue of learn-
ing effectiveness, rather to provide additional 
justifications that are, or may be, unique to ex-
periential methodologies. 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
Survey data was collected at the conclusion of 
an introductory, upper-division, management 
course containing lecture, a discussion labora-
tory, and experiential components. The particu-
lar management course in organizational behav-
ior is a core requirement for all business majors 
being taught at a large, southwestern, private 
university. During the sixteen-week class, stu-
dents of the four-unit management course are 
provided fifteen lectures, twelve discussion ses-
sions, and engage in four experiential exercises. 
A total of 308 participants voluntarily com-
pleted the survey at the semester's conclusion. 
The survey, building on the earlier research ef-
forts of Patton, Davis, and Govahi (1998) fo-
cused on student's perceived understanding and 
utility of organizational behavior concepts. Spe-
cifically, this survey sought quantitative feed-
back to 21questions, divided among three cate-
gories (lecture, discussion lab, and experiential 
learning sessions). Each of the three categories 
contained seven standard questions, measured 
on seven-point scales, relating to the students' 
perceived abilities in using and understanding 
course material, as well as their perceptions of
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the overall value and satisfaction of the educa-
tional category. Data analysis was completed 
using SPSS for Windows (version 7.5). 
 

RESULTS 
 
A monotonic trend (e.g., Braver & Sheets, 1993) 
exists among the means of the "overall satisfac-
tion" measures of the three categories (e.g., Ex-
periential program = 6.42; Discussion lab =5.47; 
Large lecture = 5.35). Skewness across the three 
categories varies, showing minimal to severe 
skews, directed toward the positive evaluations 
of the learning experiences in each of the learn-
ing method categories. Students often evaluated 
their experiences at the highest evaluation level 
possible (7.00), resulting in a data set displaying 
a strong "leaning" or skewness toward the posi-
tive end of the scale. The skewness in the par-
ticipant's responses was most pronounced in the 
experiential category (Experiential program = -
2.82; Discussion lab = -1.08; Large lecture = -
0.62). The consistency of participant responses, 
particularly within the experiential category, led 
to a highly peaked statistical distribution of re-
sponses. Similarly, the kurtosis of the experien-
tial program was 9.92, indicating a very strong 
consistency across students' evaluations of their 
experiences. The distribution of the other two 
categories did not demonstrate the same level of 
peakedness (Discussion lab = .692; Large lec-
ture = -.19). 
 
Stepwise multiple regression analyses facilitated 
testing of the two competing satisfaction models 
of business education. Survey instrument items 
supporting a "mental understanding" model and 
a "utility" model functioned as predictor vari-
able clusters in the analyses.  The initial crite-
rion variable used was overall satisfaction with 
the course experience.  Nearly equal amounts of 
participant variance were accounted for across 
the two models ("mental understanding": r2 = 
43%; "utility": r2 = "41%). A second series of 
regression analyses was used to determine micro 
satisfaction level predictors. Four questions (two 

"mental understanding" and two "utility") within 
each category served as predictor variables in a 
stepwise multiple regression for each of the 
three methods of participant learning (large lec-
ture, discussion lab, and experiential program). 
The overall satisfaction measure within each 
category of learning served as the criterion vari-
able. In each of the three categories (experiential 
program, discussion lab, and large lecture), the 
predictor variables accounting for the greatest 
variances were consistently related to "mental 
understanding" (r2 =.63 ; r2 = .65; r2 = .30 
respectively) rather than "utility" (r2 = .57; r2 = 
.63; r2 = .24 respectively). 
 
Stepwise multiple regression analyses, similar to 
those used to determine predictive ability of sat-
isfaction variance, were used to predict variance 
in how valuable students perceived their busi-
ness management experience. This was con-
ducted on a macro level and with each respec-
tive learning category.  In almost every case, the 
"mental understanding" and "utility" models 
functioned as superior predictors of response 
variance across perceptions of how valuable the 
educational experience had been for the stu-
dents. Though superior, the two models showed 
similar patterns to the empirical results for satis-
faction. On the macro level, nearly equal 
amounts of participant variance was accounted 
for ("mental understanding": r2 = 46%; "utility": 
r2 = "42%). Across the three categories (experi-
ential program, discussion lab, and large lecture) 
nearly equal amounts of values was also ac-
counted for: "mental understanding" (r2 =.62 ; 
r2 = .70; r2 = .57 respectively) and "utility" (r2 
= .60; r2 = .67; r2 = .43 respectively). 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
Though the present study is part of a larger data 
collection effort, results from an initial data 
analysis provide several intriguing findings. De-
spite the consistency with which the "mental 
understanding" predictor model accounts for 
greater variance in participant satisfaction than
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the "utility" variable, differences between the 
variances are slight and may not be of practical 
use. Though the replication of Patton, Davis and 
Govahi's (1998) initial findings should not be 
ignored, the most important findings from this 
line of research may not be that a "mental un-
derstanding" model shows slightly superior pre-
dictive abilities, but with the recognition that 
both "mental understanding" and "utility" com-
ponents appear to be integral parts of all three 
learning categories. For experiential programs, 
these results indicate that participant satisfaction 
does not lie solely with the skill-building "util-
ity" component, but also with the cognitive 
learning "mental understanding" component. 
Too often, experiential exercises have been 
relegated within learning models to a post 
knowledge retention, post knowledge organiz-
ing, skill building phase (see the discussion of 
learning models in Patton et al, 1998). Research 
on the multiple phases of the learning process 
by Hsu (1989), for example, concluded that the 
home of gaming and simulation is in the third 
learning phase of skill building and "experienc-
ing" that occurs after two previous cognitive 
phases. The current research confirms that expe-
riential exercises span many learning phases. A 
program of experiential activities in an introduc-
tory management course are as likely to assist in 
the cognitive learning of core concepts as they 
are to assist with the application of the concepts 
and the building of applied skills. For the crea-
tors of experiential exercises, this understanding 
can aid in the development of activities that par-
ticipants view as more satisfying and valuable. 
Specifically, exercise should be developed that 
include both strong cognitive “mental under-
standing” elements and the traditional skill 
building “utility” components. 
 
Additionally, the present results suggest that 
perceptions of how valuable an educational ex-
perience is may not be synonymous with how 
satisfying the experience is perceived by stu-
dents. As such, each term probably represents a 
dimension of students' educational experience.  
From a consumer orientation, it would certainly 

be best if the experiential learning components 
were seen as highly successful in both dimen-
sions. The results from 1998 and the 1999 data 
sets appear to provide strong support along these 
lines. 
 
While confirming the foundational aspects of 
Patton, Davis, and Govahi (1998), the mono-
tonic trend among the satisfaction measure 
means was different across the three learning 
categories then that which was reported in the 
1998 exploratory study. While the experiential 
component was stable and was seen as the most 
satisfying in both data sets, the lecture category 
dropped from second to third in the ranking in 
the current data set. Focusing on the experiential 
component, the mean of the satisfaction with 
this learning component rose from 6.14 in the 
1988 study to 6.42, well above the levels re-
ported for the other two learning categories, 
while the skewness also increased from –1.96 to 
-2.82. 
 

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE  
RESEARCH 

 
Building on the consumer orientation approach, 
it would be informative to expand the scope of 
the present research into areas that allow more 
definitive claims as to the value and satisfaction 
experienced by students after engaging in expe-
riential programs. Additional inquiries also ap-
pear necessary into the perceptual changes that 
may occur in students towards experiential ac-
tivities before and after they engaging in a pro-
gram of such activities. For example it may be 
far more effective when conducting a recruit-
ment program to put perspective students 
through an experiential activity rather than to 
explain or discuss how such activities may be 
used within a school’s business program. 
 
From a methodological standpoint, the percep-
tions of how valuable and how satisfying an 
educational experience is, although different,
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 may have tremendous overlap in terms of pre-
dictor variables. This presents empirical re-
searchers with the task of separating out co-
linearity, or what Pedhazur & Schmelkin (1991) 
term "multicollinearity" (p. 448).  This problem 
of correlation among variables can unduly di-
minish the variance accounted for in regression 
analyses, as well as other statistical analyses. 
Future researchers should seek to develop pre-
dictor variables that account for unique variance 
when regressed on criterion variables. 
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