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Using Business Simulations and | ssue Debates to Facilitate Synthesis
in Agribusiness Capstone Cour ses

Introduction

In the past decade, most undergraduate and graduate agribusiness management curricula have
developed cgpstone courses. Discussions among those involved in the design and teaching of agribusiness
capstone courses revea some core commonditiesin overal purpose and even specific objectives. However,
there are congderable differences in content and strategies utilized to achieve course objectives. Thereisdso
ashared sense of frustration and concern as to whether an optimal capstone experience is being redlized.

Capstone course objectives are wide-ranging. Objectives generdly include some combination of: 1)
integration of functiona knowledge from previous courses in management, marketing, finance, human resource
management, and sdes; 2) goplication of acquired knowledge to management problems emanating from the
firm'sinternd and externd environment; 3) improvement of written and ord communication skills, and 4)
teamwork, particularly in diverse and cross-functiona Stuaions. Emphasisisaso often learning to think and
andyze drategicdly, understanding competitive strategy, and developing a managerid perspective. The
importance of ethica principles, persond and company vaues, and socidly responsible management practices
are dso highlighted (Hall; Baker; Kepner, Fairchild, and Taylor).

Faculty often serve as fadilitators of learning in capstone courses with the god of hdping students make
the trangtion from the State of dependent learnersto the sate of sdf-directing learners. As such, sudents are
helped to bridge the gap between the well-defined learning environment of the traditiona college classroom
and the agribusiness environment, which puts a premium on motivation, initiative, and creativity. Feedback
suggests students who have completed capstone courses graduates require less on-the-job training than those
without a capstone experience.

There are many frugtrations inherent in teaching capstone courses, as they tend not to involve static



Stuations with gatic pedagogy. Asthe mix and content of agribusiness foundation courses continue to change,
S0 does the success of various strategies used in capstone courses. Depending upon the composition of each
class, previoudy successful gpproaches may fall to meet objectives, cregting a need to be flexible and build on-
the-fly components into the course. Thus, many course facilitators must change and fine-tune course content
inorder to provide the optima capstone experience in preparing students to succeed in the highly competitive

world of agribusiness.

TheWhat and Why of Capstones

Crunkilton, Cepica, and Fluke (1997), recently devel oped a comprehensive reference document on
implementing capstone courses in colleges of agriculture, based on a USDA-sponsored three-year project
on capstone courses.” The project included a literature search, a definition of capstone courses and a list of
recommended learning activities for inclusion in capstone courses. Additiondly, anationa survey of colleges
of agriculture was undertaken to identify teaching practices, expected learning outcomes, and suggested
learning activities. This research builds on earlier work by agricultural and agribusiness economists such as
Litzenburg, et a. (1983, 1987), French and Erven (1985), and Westgren and Litzenburg (1989).

Allen (1992) has outlined the chdlenges which influence curriculum design and indructiona
methodologies. As a precursor they note that: 1) fewer people in society understand agriculture; 2) many
students have no previous agricultura experience; 3) producers, processors and distributors are becoming
more sophigticated. They further acknowledge that human resource issues are becoming increasingly important

and that an internationd dimension must be integrated into our curricula. The ultimate question becomes, “how

! This section draws heavily on the Crunkilton et al. study.



should our faculty be teaching in this new environment?

In addition to these broad-based chalenges, surveys of agricultura and agribusiness employers
consgtently identify a set of skills and qualities demanded of agriculturd college graduates. Theseto include
leadership, ord and written communication skills, the ability to work inteeamsand with people from diverse
backgrounds and in cross-functiona aress, critical thinking and problem solving skills. Employers also seek
students who have knowledge of current issues and problems, aswell as a globd perspective on issues and
cultures. Traits such as motivation, appreciation for interdependencies, ability to rdate to non-agriculturdigs,
management sKkills, and computer literacy are aso important.

After reviewing the literature, surveying colleges of agriculture with respect to the use of capstone
courses and teaching practices, and examining syllabi, Crunkilton, et d. defined a capstone course as.

“a planned learning experience requiring students to synthesize previoudy learned subject matter

content and to integrate new information into their knowledge base for solving smulated or red world

problems,(
They note that a capstone course should focus on acomplete integration of fragmented disciplinary knowledge,
facilitating a meaningful closure to their academic experiences. Further, it should provide sudents a rich
contextual framework that connects theory and application based on their academic experiences and an
increased awareness of the interconnection among. A capstone course should serve as both a synthesis and
as abridge Thus, a capstone course should be scheduled in the last term of a student’ s program and ease the
trangtion between academic experiences and entry into a career or further study.

In order for a capstone course to successfully integrate subject matter, synthesize previoudy acquired
knowledge, and prepare students for their careers, it must contain certain key dements.  Crunkilton, et d.,

place these elements into four categories: 1) expected course educationa outcomes, 2) required learning



activities, 3) optiond learning activities; and 4) respongibilities of the indtructor. Expected educationa outcomes
or skillsrefer to the skills students should hone during their capstone experience. They indude problem-solving
and decison-making abilities, capacity for critica-thinking, ability to develop of collaborative and professond
relationships and ora and written communications. Skills. Based on their review of research studies and
surveys, they concluded that development of these sKills is the most significant outcomes of participation in
capstone courses. They further concluded that capstone courses are intended to prepare students for careers,
generate improved awareness of complex relationships between societies, cultures, and businesses, and serve
as afadilitator for the trangition from college to the workplace or graduate school.

Severd required and optiond learning activities to asss the ingtructor in achieving the above outcomes
are suggested by Crunkilton, et d. Among them are: 1) projects, case studies or issue anadyses, one of which
must be an integra part of a cgpstone course; 2) smal-group work including no less than three and no more
than five students undertaking an assgnment or term project; 3) informative and imulating orad communication
activities of not less than five minutes presented in class and graded for organization, content, logic, darity,
presentation, and professondism; 4) intensive writing conssting of no less than a combined tota of 15
referenced, double-spaced, typed pages; and 5) activitiesin which industry representatives and students are
brought together in a planned learning environment.

In addition to the above required learning activities, Crunkilton, et d. suggest severd optiond learning
activities designed to facilitate student skill development and achievement of course objectives. Theseinclude:
1) critiques of guest speakers, ord presentations, student papers, professond articles, or current events and
issues, 2) kegping journas or log books; 3) individua projects; 4) large group work activitiesincluding no less
than five students collectively addressing an assgnment, project, issue andyss, or case sudy; and 5) fidd trips

One of the mogt sgnificant contributions of the research conducted by Crunkilton et d. is the
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identification of teaching practices that enhance and hinder cgpstone courses. The mogt effective contributing
teaching practices gleaned from their literature review and survey include: 1) assgning large semester-long
projects, case sudies, or issue andyses, 2) requiring intensve writing and speaking; 3) including department
faculty in course formation and teaching; 4) focusing on group work and team cooperation; and 5) using criticd
thinking to solve red-world problems. Other contributing practices identified by Crunkilton et d. as being useful
were 1) holding open dass discussion; 2) involving guest speekers, 3) conducting fidd trips, 4) team teaching
sdected topics or the entire course; 5) using faculty peer evauations, 6) inviting student feedback; 7) sudying
current events; 8) using debatesin dass, 9) presenting find project resultsto red dients or representatives from
industry; and 10) establishing deadlines on course projects throughout the term.

The most frequent hindering dementswere: 1) time congtraints for both students and faculty; 2) lack
of student retention of materia from previous courses;, 3) necessity to review basic principles, 4) formad
lectures, 5) varying levels of student experiences, and 6) inadequate funds to support needed learning activities
which limit the effectiveness of cgpstone courses. Other hindering dements included: 1) needing to motivate
sudents, 2) large dasssize; 3) non-participatory learning on the part of sudents; 4) limited student computer
experience  5) sudent criticism which inhibits class discusson; 5) too much emphass on student
memorization; 6) lack of student writing and communication skills, 7) difficulty lining up educationd projects
and activities, 8) student procragtination; and students 9) requesting excessive direction ingtead of integrating
and using what they aready know.

It is clear that capstone courses are critical to the agribusiness student’ s learning experience, whether
at the undergraduate or graduate level. It is dso be clear that for a capstone course to achieve desired
outcomes, learning activities must be designed, coordinated, and facilitated in ways that differ, often

subgtantialy, from most courses in the agribusiness curriculum.  This presents interesting chalenges for both
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students and course facilitators.
| ssue Debates and Discussions
The title of the undergraduate agribusiness capstone course a the University of Florida,
AContemporary Issues in Agribusiness Management,i reflects the key role of current issues in the learning
matrix of this course. The course facilitators believe strongly that agribusiness graduates need to be able to
recognize, address, and anadyze current and emerging issues which will affect ther industry, business,
competitors, suppliers, and customers. The ahility to understand and dedl inteligently with issues both internd
and externa to the firm may mean the difference between success and failure. Thus, condderable time is
devoted to issue debates and discussions in completing the capstone experience.
The stated objectives Contemporary 1ssue in Agribusiness Management are;
1. to provide students the opportunity to synthesize the knowledge obtained throughout their
forma and informa education and to apply this knowledge to contemporary agribusiness
management issues with emphass on manageria decision making;

2. to hdp prepare students for a successful agribusiness management career by providing an
educationd experience that will position them for a competitive market-place advantage; and

3. toassg sudentsin the development of their written and oral communication skills;
4. andto hdp sudents make the trangtion form the Sate of dependent learnersto salf-directing
learners.
These objectives are accomplished through the discussion of contemporary issues, the management of afirm
in a smulated business environment (35% of the semester grade), an in-class debate of a contemporary
agribusiness issue (20%), and a written evaluation of an approved management-related book (15%) and in-
class participation (30%). The remainder of this paper focuses on two of these components: issue debates and

discussions and the use of computer business smulations



The trestment of contemporary issues is accomplished viatwo formats: facilitator led class discussons
and student-team issue debates. The two formats provide students the opportunity to consider awide range
of issues that influence business decisions including, but not limited to, domestic and internationa economic
policies, regulatory and environmenta issues, and ethical and human-resource concerns. Both students and
course facilitators choose issues for discussion. Current events reported in the business and generd media, from
persond experiences, and from management readings form the basisif issue discussons.

Brief articles for in-class reading to provide a bads for discusson often accompany facilitator-
generated issues discussions. 1ssues frequently addressed include:

o Mythsand redlities concerning sexud harassment in the workplace

o Do incentives matter?

o Wheredo you get your information?

o  What are journdism’s responsihilities to busness community?

o Ethicd issuesin busness,
Students are encouraged to introduce management-related topics of particular interest gleaned from the news
or business media or form other courses. Discussions can get quite heated, particularly when the three course

facilitators strongly disagree with each other (red or staged).

The issue debates provide students the opportunity to investigate and articulate an issue, and then
defend a position, which may be a odds with their personal view. An associated god of the issue debate is
improvement in ora communication skills. Debate issues are developed by students through in-class
discusson. While the course facilitators at times refine suggested issues and provide some guidance, they are

for the most part determined by students.  Course facilitators refine the initid list deleting issues that are not
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amenable to debate.

The mechanics of the issue debates are as follows. Students are placed into teams of two. For each
assigned issue, one team takes aAproll position and one team takes aAcon( postion. Individua teams are
randomly assgned to a position on atopic randomly sdected from the previoudy developed list of topics three
weeks before each debate. The list contains more topics than will be debated, to ensure that al teams have
an equa amount of time to prepare for the debate.

| ssue debate expectations include preparation of atyped two-page position brief by each team defining
the issue and outlining their position and arguments for distribution in class prior to the debate. Ten minutes
are dlocated for each team to dtate their position, followed by ten minutes for debate between the two
opposing sides of the issue. About twenty minutes are dlotted for in-class discusson of the issue being
debated. Course facilitators evaluate the performance/contribution of each debate-team member using a
evaduaion form. Evauation criteriainclude evidence of preparation, presentation quality and style, strength of
rebuttal and answers to questions and evidence of teamwork.  Student contributions during class discusson
are akey part of the class-participation grade.

On baance the issue debates have been a generdly positive exercise. They often generate interesting
and sometimes even animated discusson.  However, students too frequently demonstrate a lack of
preparation, especidly in terms of the written position briefs. Debates aso tend to lose focus of the central
issues, requiring facilitators to interject and refocus discussion. In large classes, they are time consuming and,
aswith anything repeated ten or more timesin aterm, tend to become alittle tae asinterest waneslate in the
term.

The search for better and varied formats for utilizing issues continues. Our experience suggests that

the key to successful use of debates rests in three areas. Firdt, selection of issues for debateis critical. The
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process of engaging students to define topics seems to result in interesting topics that are often difficult to
debate. An dternative to consder isthe development of carefully thought out issues by course facilitators.
Thiswould ensure that issues are targeted and well-suited for debate. Second, expectations must be clearly
communicated to sudents. Findly, facilitators must gppropriately assign grades in order to send the
appropriate signals to sudents regarding effort and performance. Failure to do so tends to creates a culture
where upon students learn the cost of shirking is not too grest.

Effectively utilizing issues debate and discusson remains chdlenging.  The line between too much
facilitator direction and involvement versus sudent learning responsibilities can be a fine one. However, the
bottom line seems to be that debates and discussions of contemporary issues contributes materidly to the
fulfillment of course objectives.

Business Strategy Simulation

Without a doubt, the centerpiece of the agribusiness capstone course at the University of FHorida
continues to be the business strategy simulation.  Itsimportance to the course in unpinned by the fact that this
activity accounts for 35% of the sudent’s semester grade. The Ssmulation provides the opportunity to develop
and implement a drategic business plan for a hypothetica firm and to evduate the financid impact of the plan
on the organization's success.  Students organize themsdves into three-person management teams for the
smulation exercise. For the past four semesters, the smulation of choice has been The Business Strategy
Game: A Global Industry Smulation created by Thompson and Stappenbeck.

The business drategy smulation requires the management team to be responsible for a wide array
business decisions associated with managing a moderately sized athletic shoe company that has the potentia
to competein agloba market. Teams are evauated on the basis of three criteria: an initid meeting with the

Board of Directors detailing the management team’ s business plan (10%); afind Board of Directors meeting

10



detailing the strengths and wesknesses of the management team’ s performance during the smulation (15%),

2 which is generated by the Smulation program (10%). The
Board of Director meetings are expected to include a written report, as well as an ord presentation which
makes effective use of visud ads, exhibit clear evidence of teamwork and involvement on the part of each
student. Presentations are expected to be 15 to 20 minutesin length, athough one hour is reserved in order
to accommodate questions and suggestions from the board of directors.

The first Board of Directors meeting focuses on each team’ s business plan. Teams are evauated on
the basis of the following criteriac content and substance of the written strategic plan; qudity of the ord
presentation, including response to questions; use of audio-visua aids and supporting written handouts; and
evidence of teamwork. The second Board of Directors meeting, which focuses on the business and
management-team performance, isdso be evauated on the above criteria. In addition, the second presentation
is expected to include the following eements: areview of the srategic plan and the actions taken in light of the
stated objectives; a discusson of what was done wdll, not so well, and why; acomplete financid analyss of
the firm’'s performance; what the management team wishes they had done differently and why; and a brief
satement the management team’ s anticipated future direction.

Thompson and Stappenbeck note that the Business Strategy Gameis a hands-on learning experience
that provides vauable strategic and operating decision-making practice and helps students devel op business
judgment as they encounter an array of businessissues. Management teams face the need to assess changing
industry and competitive conditions, diagnose the srategies of competitors and anticipate their next moves, find

ways to gain a competitive advantage, evauate different courses of action, develop a strategic company plan,

% This performance rating is based on the sum of points accumulated in 6 performance areas: 1) sales revenue (5 points
max); 2) earning per share (20 points max); 3) return on equity (20 points max); 4) bond rating (20 points max); 5) stock
price (20 points max); and 6) astrategy rating (15 points max)
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and adjust strategic plans in response to changing market and competitor conditions.
Students gain a better understanding of how various functiona aspects of a business are integrative.
The management team has production plants to operate, 1abor to hire and reward, inventories to control,
marketing strategies to execute, prices to set, accounting and cost data to examine, capita expenditure and
investment decisions to make, share holders to keep happy, sales forecasts to estimate product demand, tariff,
currency exchange rate, interest rate, ock and bond market, and demand fluctuations to consider. Teams
are hdd accountable for keegping the company profitable, earning an adequiate return on equity, protecting their
bond rating, maximizing shareholder wedth through dividend payments and stock-price gppreciation, and
developing an effective business strategy (Thompson and Stappenbeck).

The smulaion gives sudentsingght into globa competition and the different srategies firms can utilize
in world markets in terms of plant location, production, and marketing decisons. The game aso improves
student understanding of revenue-cost-price relationships. Management teams review operating statements,
identifying cogtsthat are out-of-line, compare profitability of different market ssgments, assesstheir company’s
financid condition, and decide on remediad an proactive actions (Thompson and Stappenbeck). Congtructing

dterndive decisons and grategic plans usng sengtivity

andysis or what-if games on one and five year horizons dlows students to appreciate the vaue of number
crunching and exploring multiple scenarios before pulling the trigger on adecision.

Thompson and Stappenbeck sum up the vaue of sudent participation in abusiness strategy game as
follows

Ayou will build your confidence in andyzing the revenue-cogt-profit economics of abusiness, help you

understand how the functiond pieces of abusnessfit together, and develop your powers of manegerid

judgment. Y ou will gain needed experience and practice in assessing businessrisk, analyzing industry
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and comptitive conditions, making decisons from a company-wide perspective, thinking srategicaly

about acompany’ s Stuation and future prospects, developing strategies and changing them in light of

changing conditions, and applying what you have learned... The bottom line is that playing The

Business Strategy Game will make you better prepared for playing the game of businessinred life,

We predict that in the process your competitive spirit will be simulated and that you will have alot
of fun.(

We wholeheartedly agree with the above quote. The business strategy smulation makes busness
decisons and their consequences a redlity, serioudy chalenges students in a team-based competitive
framework (usudly for the firgt time), brings everything they have learned in the curriculum together in a
meaningful manner, creates new understanding from old material never before fully appreciated, and develops
adeep and abiding understanding of the true meaning of oligopoly. Our experience is clear, management team
investment in time, focus, and commitment is highly corrdated with successin the business srategy smulation.

The authors of The Business Strategy Game are correct, the game brings out the comptitive juices and

meakes learning fun.

Concluding Comments

Capstone courses are a breed gpart; they are designed to be that way. Agribusiness capstone courses
are intended to provide an opportunity to synthesize the often-separate building blocks of our curriculum into
ahouse of agribusness, and to serve as a bridge between the relative safety of the well-defined college learning
environment and the relative uncertainty associated with the more sdf-directed world of agribusness. Assuch,
capstone courses cannot, nor should not, look like other courses. The course facilitators at the University of
Florida attempt to utilize the Aconsult, join, and withdrawal leedership style and atempt to minimize the use
of theAtdli leadership Syle. Students are asked to asignificant degree to view course facilitators as their board

of directors, whose roleisto provide policy guidelines.
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In redity, ingtructors sometimes have trouble becoming facilitators, and sudents very often have agreat
ded of trouble becoming self-motivated, sdf-directing learners. Students are much more addicted to the
lecture-based, dependent-learning style than we often redize. Strange, since we are the ones who fostered,
or &t least contributed to, the addiction. Neverthdess, the trangtion is often difficult and so must be reinforced
early and often in order to facilitate a positive and successful capstone learning experience.

Facilitator expectations of course participants are critica in achieving desired learning outcomes.
When entering new experiences, expectations are vitdly important. The course facilitators at the University
of Horida have identified the following expectations for sudents enralled in agribusiness management capstone
course:

be an interested and concerned participant;
be an interested and concerned listener;
be open-minded and willing to objectively evauate new idess,
be chdlenging and questioning of yoursdlf, classmates, outside resources, and course facdilitetors;
provide the course facilitators with objective and frequent feedback on their performance; 6) show
cregtivity and ingenuity;
have a positive and cooperdtive attitude;
participate in class discussons,
exhibit teamwork in dl team activities,
act with the highest possible leve of integrity;
accept that in agribusiness management, aswell asin life, mogt things are neither white nor black,
but rather shades of gray; and
o have acommitment to performance excellence including attendance, gppropriate study effort and
time, thoughtful, on-time assgnments, and a questioning mind.
These expectations set the stage for a pogitive cgpstone learning experience. A supportive attitude and positive

0O 000 Od

0O 000 Od

feedback from course facilitators hep successfully cement the synthesis, create sdf-mativated and sdf-directed
individuals, and build a strong bridge to success in the world of agribusiness.

Given the nature and gods of agribusiness capstone courses discussed, it is difficult to know if the
optima set of activitiesis being incorporated to maximize learning outcomesin a particular Stuaion. Maybe
it depends on the university, maybe on the students, but more likely it depends on the skills and perceptions
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of the particular faculty involved. While the optima set of capstone activities remains an open question, there

are, no doubt, many paths to success.
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