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he business world is changing in

many different ways. One of these

is the extensive cross-functionality,
customer focus, and teamwork that char-
acterizes the re-engineered process organi-
zations of today. At Boston University, we
continue to focus on this shift and its rel-
evance for what we teach future business
leaders. This article describes the design
and delivery of SM323, the keystone of the
School of Management’s revised under-
graduate curriculum.

In 1990, the school’s undergraduate
committee—after several discussions with
employers, alumni, faculty, and current stu-
dents—drafted a plan for a radical revision
to the school’s undergraduate program. (As
in many other schools, such exchange is an
ongoing process. However, this particular
effort called for a concerted, focused dia-
logue with these constituencies.) The plan
called for a four-year program where each
year built on previous years’ learning
linked by the following themes.

1. Management as a System. A successful
business is not an arbitrary collection of
elements loosely connected by some
overarching strategy. Instead the com-
ponents form a network that results in
customer satisfaction and ultimate sur-
vival in the competitive environment.

2. Cross-Functionality. The organizations
of the 21st century will be made up of
personnel able to think beyond the
boundaries of a specific functional area.
This theme is consistent with an ap-
proach to management as a system.

3. Collaboration. The organization of the
21st century will be critically dependent
on the ability to leverage human capital

creating synergies achieved through
working together.

4. Ethical Decision Making. The need for
managers trained to think broadly about
decision making in order to both under-
stand and respond to the constituencies
of the organization is a societal impera-
tive.

5. Data Driven Decision Making. While
seasoned professional managers may
occasionally respond viscerally to cer-
tain situations, it is best for managers to
act on accumulated facts.

Course Content and Design

The Cross-Functional Core, or SM323 as it
is known, was piloted in Fall '94, and has
been taught as a required semester pro-
gram for undergraduate juniors. It com-
bines four introductory level business
courses in finance, marketing, management
information systems, and operations man-
agement, into an integrated program. In-
tegration is achieved through a
broad-based semester long project—devel-
oping a business plan for a new product—
while working in “high-performing”
teams. The content and delivery of the pro-
gram of study are intended to provide func-
tional skills (that all managers need),
cross-functional and team skills and expe-
riences (so important in today’s business),
and an understanding of the interdepen-
dencies among traditional functional areas
(management as it should be). These ob-
jectives are captured in Table 1.

The SM323 new product development
project is the backbone on which the func-
tional content radiates. Student teams are
created by the faculty and bring together
students with different skills, perspectives,
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1. Challenging students to think

objectives and maximize learning.

perspective
- Skills
= Tools
= Understanding

in class)

About how knowledge and skills from different domains are integrated to obtain
and allocate resources, to design and manage products and services, to create basic
business processes, and to organize a business.

= About how to work in a challenging team setting in order to achieve common

2. Expanding what students know from a functional and cross functional

= History & future directions of management

3. Building students’ skills (via in-class application of what they learn

= Evaluating customer/user needs and satisfaction

« Developing products & services to meet these needs

« Designing information systems and operations to deliver these products/services

® Allocating resources and evaluating the financial and management risks inherent in
introducing these products and processes

« Designing a business plan that is convincing to investors

Table 1: SM323 objectives.

cultural backgrounds, and functional pref-
erences, and asks them to work together
on complex tasks under significant time
pressure. The project requires students to
both directly apply functional skills, and
to address the various cross-functional
tasks in the project: product design, mar-
ket analysis, process design, information
system design, promotion plan, cost analy-
sis, and financial projections. The project
is “paced,” with very clear expectations at
different milestones (see Table 2). At the
same time, it is unstructured enough that
when students complete it, they see the
advantage to understanding both how to
leverage the interrelationships between
complex functional decisions and how to
work in teams to resolve some of these com-
plex challenges.

The course and project are designed
for concurrency. The guiding principle was:
“Do the students need this for the project?”
Functional content that was deemed criti-
cal but not necessary for the project was
sequenced in the program such that it did
not interfere with the scheduling of project
oriented content. Thus, the project directly
uses and applies the functional skills taught
in the classroom (learning by doing) and
the functional courses use the problems and
challenges students face while going
through the project to motivate the content

of the courses. For example, when doing a
rough-cut analysis of their product’s poten-
tial in week five (one third into the course),
students wonder how much their product
and components would really cost. The
answers come in the next two modules on
value chain and capacity analysis. A simi-
lar dovetailing is also built into the overall
design of the program. For example, the
marketing module on segmentation is
taught in parallel with the operations man-
agement module on new product develop-
ment and quality function deployment.
Figure 1 presents an overview of these link-
ages.

Figure 1 also highlights the linkages
between the formal curriculum and some
of the support mechanisms. Students re-
ceive support and guidance for the project
from various sources. Over the past three
years, course faculty have developed a de-
tailed project workbook that provides ad-
vice and guidelines for the project content,
project milestones, sources of information,
working in teams, and project manage-
ment. Students are encouraged to review a
selection of the best projects from prior
semesters, which are placed on reserve in
the library, and featured on the course
website. Also, faculty endeavor to monitor
every project and provide other forms of
support (e.g., writing letters assuring man-

agers that student teams are not industrial
spies). Frequent workshops also provide
extensive feedback for project teams (see
Sidebar 1). Web resources also have been
developed to provide students with a re-
source on frequently asked questions

(FAQs).

From the Instructor’s
Perspective

SM323 is acomplex course, and thus, there
is a strong emphasis on course contentand
delivery standardization. Such standard-
ization is also important because a typical
semester brings together a total of nearly
20 faculty members teaching different sec-
tions and functional elements. A course
coordinator, supported by a “design” team
(four faculty, one each from finance, MIS,
marketing, and operations management),
ensure that the teaching “team” responsible
for each section emphasize the linkages
across the functional knowledge areas.
These linkages are also documented in an
instructor’s guide and in a set of web-based
hypertext documents.

Mutual understanding and ongoing
communication are the keys to faculty suc-
cess in this course. While individual teach-
ing excellence is still recognized and
rewarded (using traditional teaching evalu-
ations), collaboration and coordination
among the members of the teaching team
become important. When students encoun-
ter a problem or challenge, they expect a
solution from the first faculty person they
meet. So, knowing the overall course con-
tent, pedagogical approach, and even class-
room personalities of the other members
of the teaching team is a definite plus. Also,
students are quick to see through the pres-
ence or lack of such collaborative under-
standing.

Cost-Benefit Analysis

SM323 is an intensive course, both for the
students and the faculty. Given this high
“cost,” the question we asked ourselves
right from the beginning is, “Is it worth it?
What change do we need to make?” Thus,
we have made a conscious effort to evalu-
ate the effectiveness of the course. Initial
indications are that SM323 has achieved
most of its goals, i.e., cross-functional un-
derstanding and team skills while recog-
nizing the significance and impact of
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Stage One

Stage Two

Stage Three

Stage Four

« |dentify target market

« |dentify a number of potential
products

« Develop product concept

= Preliminary product, process,
& supply chain designs

= Estimate sales and contribution
margin

« Obtain market intelligence,
i.e., industry analysis,

= Detailed product and business
design: product, process,
supply chain, distribution,
information systems

= Develop marketing and
promotion strategy

« Final business plan

= Present to investors/
management (video,
brochure, presentation)

= Proposed plan for implemen-
tation of business plan

competition, customers

expense plan

= Develop financial forecast
« Develop investment &

~
Product
Screen

MILESTONES [

N
Business Devopment
Workshop

~ ~
Functional Business
Workshops Plan

Table 2: Project milestones.

Workshops, Presentations and Labs for SM323

SM323 INVOLVES A TOTAL OF SEVEN WOrk-
shops and one presentation at different
times during the semester. The work-
shops serve five key purposes. First, they
set clear milestones for students, and this
is especially important for undergradu-
ate students. Second, they are a hands-
on exercise for students to help them
understand the strengths and weak-
nesses of their ongoing effort. Third, they
provide a means for faculty to ensure that
the project teams are making suitable
progress and learning. Fourth, these
workshops are a venue for an ongoing
discussion in the class—between faculty
and students, and among project teams.
Finally, the students learn a lot about
making effective presentations.
Supporting these workshops are a
series of “labs,” where hands-on help is
provided to the student teams in prepa-
ration for the workshops. These labs ca-
ter to both the analytical/intellectual and
social/psychological needs of the student
teams. As the list of labs on the next page
indicates, the students have labs pertain-
ing to computer skills, functional/ tool

skills (e.g., data analysis or financial
spreadsheets), and also team feedback.

We present a brief description of the
four key workshops so as to highlight the
nature of these workshops.

Product Screen Workshop. This
workshop is held during the second
week of classes, and is a setting where
student teams present their three best
new product ideas (pre-screened by one
of the faculty members). Depending on
the feedback from the faculty and other
students, the team is required to select
one or more of these ideas; or, if none of
the product ideas is considered viable,
the team goes back to the drawing board.
Here, the four faculty members act as
functional vice presidents of a venture
capital company; the students act as a
New Product Committee.

Business Development Workshop.
This workshop, held in week 7 (mid-se-
mester), focuses on clarifying the prod-
uct design, understanding the market
segment, knowing the competition, and
making some sales projections. While
detailed information is not available at
this point, the discussions are meant to

highlight areas in which the team either
needs to gather more data, or to redesign
a part of the proposed business.

Functional Workshops. A series of
five functional workshops are held dur-
ing the third quarter of the course, with
the intend to strengthening the functional
logic of the business plan, and also to
ensure consistency between functional
decisions and the overall business plan.

Final Business Plan and Presenta-
tion. The final business plan is a com-
prehensive document—often between 50
and 100 pages—that describes the key el-
ements of the proposed business. It in-
cludes discussion of the business logic,
product, customers, market analysis,
value chain design and analysis, flows
of products/services and information,
and the overall financials. The presenta-
tion of the business plan is an exercise in
role-playing again. The student team is
asked to present their business plan to
potential venture capital investors. This
presentation is typically a combination
of overheads, short video clips, and a
business brochure.
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Figure 1: SM323 program linkages.

functional skills. Sidebar 2 highlights some
of the key benefits that we have observed
and measured.

Conclusion

SM323 is an important innovation for five
key reasons. First, it is driven by a highly-
integrated, semester-long, student-team
project involving preparing a business plan
for a new product introduction. Second, the
sequence of material delivered during the
semester in each of the four courses is con-
sistent with students having the capability
to achieve intermediate objectives along the
way to project completion. Third, the de-
livery of the materials for each of the four
functional course is carefully orchestrated,
and each instructor not only knows exactly
what is being taught in the three other
courses, but also highlights and builds

upon the cross-functional linkages, and
linkages with the course project. Fourth, all
this is achieved via a carefully managed
team learning process, where the team
structure, processes, incentives, and feed-
back are managed in such a way that stu-
dents cooperate with each other,
complement each others’ skills, manage
each other, and very importantly, teach
each other. Finally, the course has been suc-
cessful in achieving its goals.
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Observed Effectiveness
of SM323

= Students from our school who have
taken SM323 have better job deci-
sion-making and team skills com-
pared to students who have not
taken SM323 (as viewed by employ-
ers).

= SM323 made a major contribution to
students’ understanding of manage-
ment and business as a cross-func-
tional system. SM323 students have
cross-functional and team skills that
put them ahead of their peers

= A comparison of SM323 students
with non-SM323 students sug-
gests that SM323 studets perform
better in the capstone manage-
ment policy/ strategy course that
requires an integrative perspec-
tive.

= Student feedback indicates that
SM323 enhanced the “value” of
other courses, i.e., as observed by
faculty teaching electives.

= SM323 enhanced the “functional
preparedness” for all functions be-
cause students understood the im-
portance and relevance of all
functions.

= SM323 students learn how to oper-
ate and cooperate in teams.

= SM323 students indulge in exten-
sive team learning, i.e., they teach
each other during the semester,
and later in their business careers
when they work with colleagues.

< Employers tell us how well
SM323 students perform in teams
in their first jobs.

= SM323 is a stable and robust course
with regards to teaching impact and
student benefits.
= SM323 has achieved high student
satisfaction on both intellectual
and pedagogical standpoint.

= \We now have a core of faculty
who want to teach this course,
despite the additional effort in-
volved
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