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Implications for Teaching and Learning

introduction

Diversity is a reality in the OB world.  It can not be denied.  The organizations we teach about are no longer guaranteed a homogeneous work force --  a taken-for-granted certainty less than two decades ago.  On a micro-level,  our student populations are also more diverse,  as educational opportunities are available to previously excluded groups,  lifestyle choices offer more options for charting an adult life course,  and higher education is promoted as a life-long possibility.   Differences in age,  ethnicity,  race,  gender,  and life experiences are part-and-parcel of everyday life in the OB world.  As OB teachers and theory builders,  we need to deal with the implications of diversity for the content of our discipline,  the design and management of our classrooms,
  and for learning.  


When thinking about the issue of diversity,  it is easy to overlook one very significant form  --  developmental differences.  "Managing diversity" in the OB and management literature almost exclusively refers to gender,  cultural,  racial,  or age differences (e.g., Kellogg, Spelman, and Crary, 1985;  Mai-Dalton,  1985;  Lawrence,  1988;  Porter and McKibbin,  1988),  ignoring powerful developmental distinctions which cut across race,  gender, age, and ethnicity.  How do people see and make sense out of their world?  What commonly-held psychological constructs do they use to interpret what goes on around them,  establish their expectations for self and other,  and guide their behavioral choices?  How do these lenses differ among people?  among the students in our OB class?  How can we better teach our students to recognize,  appreciate,  and manage the implications of developmental diversity in their dealings with others?


This article explores the issue of developmental diversity and its implications for teaching OB.  It is divided into three parts.  Part one is a brief introduction to developmental stage theory.  Part two illustrates what developmental differences look like in the classroom,  and what they imply for our choice of teaching methods, and for our attempts to introduce the topic of diversity into our courses.  Part three addresses what can be done -- next steps for incorporating an understanding of developmental differences into the teaching of OB, and into our teachings about diversity.


DEVELOPMENTAL STAGE THEORY: A SIMPLE INTRODUCTION
developmental stages:  what are they?

Individual development can be explored by examining typical patterns of psychological organization at different points in an individual's growth.
  Developmental theorists,  such as Belenky et.al. (1986),  Gilligan (1982), Kohlberg (1976),  Loevinger (1976),  and Perry (1968),  have outlined a number of specific stages along a developmental continuum and provided descriptions of how one experiences the world at each of these junctures.  The stages are arranged in hierarchical sequence and map a basic progression in ways of thinking,  feeling,  and responding.    


Developmental stages, therefore, are abstract concepts --  labels to describe the frame of reference used to structure one's world and from within which one perceives the world.  Different capabilities for introspection,  relative thinking,  abstract conceptualization,  acceptance of personal causality,  and tolerance for ambiguity are essential dimensions for assessing development in stage theories,  with age alone no guarantee of movement to higher or more sophisticated ways of making sense out of reality.  Development implies increasing capabilities for understanding self,  other,  interpersonal relationships, and broad social issues;  dealing with cognitive complexities;  and applying "more complicated" (Weick, 1979) intellectual and ethical reasoning --  capabilities called into play when students are asked to explore the issue of managing diversity in organizations.  In that sense,  development also implies greater capacities to acknowledge the legitimacy and importance of individual differences,  and to move beyond viewing diversity as an annoying impediment to learning,  personal empowerment,  and effective action.

developmental stages: critical issues

Despite variations in language and focus,  our central developmental frameworks -- the classic theories of Perry (1968),  Loevinger (1976),  and Kohlberg (1976),  and an influential feminist update (Belenky  et.al., 1986)  --  agree on one main line of intellectual and ethical development that is illustrated by the continuum below.    

________________________________________________________________
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The continuum maps an individual developmental progression from an absolute "it's right or it's wrong" outlook and a search for "The One Truth,"  through simple pluralism --  "Different views and beliefs exist but they are procedural impediments, something you need to sort through to find The Right Answer." --  to an appreciation of contextual relativism  --  "Everyone is entitled to his or her own opinion."   The endpoint of this developmental journey is a respect for multiple perspectives on the same event,  a tolerance for ambiguity,  a healthy appreciation of life's paradoxes,  and a personal commitment to seek truth  (this time with a small "t").  


Using this main line of development as a starting point,  we can create four different developmental portraits by adding the central developmental concerns,   and the developmentally-based expectations for education,  the OB teacher, and oneself as an OB student that individuals have at each of the four points along the continuum.  FIGURE 1 contains these four developmental portraits and illustrates four unique perspectives on self,  others,  and the world.


[INSERT FIGURE 1A, B, C below]

DEVELOPMENTAL DIVERSITY AND THE OB CLASSROOM

Armed with this basic understanding of developmental theory,  it is easy to see why students at various developmental stages respond differently to the OB classroom experience. Developmental stages suggest the possibility for radically different student views on the nature of truth, education, and learning; the appropriate role for an OB teacher;  and the meaning of a "mature and responsible" OB student.   In short,  we need to expect and be prepared for developmentally diverse interpretations of and responses to all that we do in the classroom.  How can we begin to understand what our teaching methods "developmentally mean" to our students,  and use that information to predict their reactions and inform our teaching choices?  How do developmental differences affect student abilities to explore the topic of diversity and appreciate individual differences at work in our own classroom environment and beyond?  

different student reactions:  it's more than chance or chemistry 

If your experiences are like mine,  there are painful memories in your OB psyche about some activity,  case,  or presentation which should have been a romping success and was not.  It had worked beautifully with other groups and in other courses.  It seemed appropriate for the present audience.  It was done as well as it ever had been (maybe better because of age and seasoning).  But the result was blank faces or, even worse,  the chilling  "you want us to do what?"  stares. 


We can write all this off as a lousy day,  bad chemistry, or the luck of the audience draw.  For me,  a retrospective look at these instances from a developmental perspective sheds new light on how stage-related developmental comfort and preferences left me and members of the audience simultaneously experiencing completely different events.  A closer look at what,  for example,  a case discussion might mean to students at different developmental stages illustrates this point.
 


Case discussions are opportunities for students to think through an organizational problem and devise appropriate strategies for responding.  When things work well,  students learn to appreciate multiple perspectives and recognize the subtle value differences which underpin alternative diagnoses.  The result is learning about organizations,  oneself,  and others.  


Imagine what an energized and free-wheeling case discussion looks like through the eyes of our self-protective students.  They enter our course expecting us to provide "The Right Answer,"  and to structure the learning environment to maximize the likelihood of having "Truth" recorded in their notebooks at the end of the term or program.  Case discussions,  where the "Keeper of Truth" says very little and encourages students to speak to each other, seem confusing and foolish.  Bombarded with all kinds of information and potential "Right Answers,"  the self-protectors are left frantically searching for clues about what the instructor "really wants."   Our rhetorical questions, smiles,  shoulder shrugs,  and other case teaching theatrics, which encourage students to carry-on enlivened debates,  leave self-protectors deprived of even tacit ways of assessing "what should be written down,"  and feeling either manipulated or angry at the amount of time wasted before "The Real Answer" is revealed in the "what-has-happened-since" case.   


It would not take too many of these classes before self-protectors, developmentally skilled at externalizing blame and limited in awareness of their own internal world,   conclude that "this OB is a lot of talking -- no real answers here,"  and that the instructor is "a bad teacher, filling up the time when we already read the case the night before."          



Life is somewhat easier for conformist students during case discussions, but the process can still be frustrating.  Unlike their self-protective peers,  conformists have budding recognitions of simple pluralism, and are less baffled by the fact that others have views different from their own.  From the conformist perspective,  however,  listening to others is an impediment:  something that the instructor wants students to do before announcing the "Truth."  In that sense,  conformists are like their self-protective peers,  wondering "why so much time needs to be spent when the answer is already known."   Case discussions can look like a ploy to encourage participation for its own sake or a game to expose student naivete or instructor know-how. 


Our conformists may hang in longer than their self protective peers,  but perhaps at a cost to their sense of self.  Conformist students are our good soldiers.  They enter our courses willing to follow the rules.  They answer the questions we ask,  and are concerned about meeting our expectations.  While self-protectors are more apt to get angry,   conformists may feel a combination of guilt, confusion, and frustration.  "If I think these case discussions are a waste of time, then maybe I'm not getting what my instructor obviously hoped and expected I would."   Feelings of failure can accompany anger at the instructor for "not telling us what we need to know."  Or, as an alternative, the conformists may continue along,  dutifully participating in case discussions and silently hoping to "catch on" eventually,  while missing the learnings we assume they are getting.


Large group case discussions better fit the expectations and capacities of our conscientious and autonomous students. These people expect diversity and uncertainty as a general rule, and relish opportunities to understand and articulate their own personal perspectives on a problem.  While these more developmentally sophisticated folks are interested in hearing about our experiences and reactions,  they would be bored or infuriated by instructors who touted "the Right Answer,"  and stifled by courses that offered them opportunities to write down "the Truth" about organizational life and functioning.


The conscientious and autonomous students are the ones we have in mind when we design and teach large case courses.  But we should not assume that all students are so developmentally sophisticated.  In fact,  those of us who teach undergraduates and young graduate students should realize that major studies of students during the college years --  William Perry's (1968) is the most well known --  tell us that they are not. And even with our executives and seasoned managers,  age and a plethora of organizational experiences are no guarantee of movement to higher or more sophisticated ways of reasoning and viewing the world.


Am I suggesting that cases be limited and reserved only for our more developmentally sophisticated students?  No, I am not.  Rather I want to illustrate the implications of developmental diversity for our teaching choices, and advocate the importance of working with any of our teaching materials and methods --  I could take the same four development stages and look at how differently the four types of students would respond to experiential exercises or lectures with similar conclusions --  in ways that respond to the diverse developmental needs of our students.  If the OB classroom world looks different to those at different developmental stages,  what teaching approaches and learning vehicles are most apt to encourage learning across developmental stages?

beyond our methods: development and teaching about diversity

Just as developmental differences affect our teaching choices and methods,  they also influence the capacities that students bring to understanding a topic as complex and emotionally laden as understanding and managing diversity itself.   Developmental capabilities need to be added to the explanations proposed by both Kirkham and Bell (in this volume) for why students may question the legitimacy of studying diversity and for what limits student abilities to work with the issues.   Clearly our self-protective students,  who see the world as "me-right/other-wrong" and feel compelled to protect themselves from powerful others, will have developmentally-based questions about the need to study diversity and a very different definition of what diversity means from an autonomous counterpart,  who relishes opportunities to explore the complexity of life and who enters the OB class with a deep appreciation of individual differences. 


Working with diversity and its implications for management also require a number of relatively sophisticated cognitive, social, and intra-psychic capacities which are beyond the developmental capabilities of many of our students.  We need students to intellectually understand that equality and equity do not necessarily mean sameness --  a cognitively complex distinction.  We expect students to be able to comprehend and acknowledge that others may experience the world and organizations in ways different from themselves --  a higher level developmental skill.  We ask for capacities to distinguish between a student's personal experiences and those of others with whom they share racial, gender, age, or ethnic similarities --  an almost impossible task for our self-protective students and a very difficult one for our conformists.  We call on student abilities to explore deep emotions,  understand internal conflicts,  and identify the roots of one's personal beliefs --  skills which only our best conscientious and autonomous students bring.  At the most basic level,  we assume introspection skills and the ability to stand back and reflect on experiences --  an over-generous assumption about those other than our more developmentally sophisticated students.  


WHAT CAN WE DO?  IMPLICATIONS FOR THE OB TEACHER

Even these cursory explorations of developmental theory at work in the OB classroom suggest the powerful implications of developmental diversity for teaching and learning organizational behavior.  What can we do?  How can we begin to incorporate these insights into the design and management of our classes?  How can our understandings of developmental differences better inform our teaching about the topic of managing diversity in organizations?

acknowledge developmental diversity

Acknowledging developmental differences as a legitimate form of diversity in the OB world is an important first step.  Age,  gender,  race,  and ethnicity are the more visible forms of diversity:  developmental differences are hidden.  We cannot look around the classroom and from the sea of student faces begin to speculate how different or similar students are developmentally to each other or to us.  We cannot look at last names,  birthdates,  or majors and easily know our students' world-views. 


Developmental differences are masked in student behaviors that we look at and like  --  "Gee, that person is really digging into the course and taking responsibility for learning." --   or write off as demanding and annoying --  "Why does that student always complain that our case discussions are meaningless and a waste of time?"  What appears on the surface as disinterest and a cynical approach to OB  --  "This is all common sense.  This is filled with touchy-feely stuff because there is no meat in this course!"  --  have clear developmental explanations and, in that,  useful prescriptions about how to reach students,  generate interest, and encourage learning.  


Acknowledging that developmental diversity contributes to the different responses we get from our students allows us to move beyond our preferences for certain types of student behavior to a more productive focus on the unique developmental messages students are sending us.  Even a basic understanding of what the world looks like through the developmental lenses of our students provides new insights into the seeming power of our quantitative colleagues who give students "hard, bottom line" answers;  the potential for students to take our participative strategies less seriously;  the reasons why some of our best students view heavy requirements and strict rules as non-punitive and essential for their learning;  and the difficulties students have in grappling with complex issues such as understanding and managing diversity in organizations.

learn about our students

Once we have accepted the reality of developmental diversity,  a logical next step is to begin gathering information about it.  Who are our students developmentally?  How similar are they to each other?  To me?  How can we begin to speculate about student developmental preferences and limitations?  


A caution about assessing development is in order.  Accurately determining developmental stage is a complex process.  Developmental stages are inferred from what individuals say or how they respond to problems.  Developmental theory is based on the premise that what a person says is not capricious or arbitrary but corresponds to the understanding of reality that a person has.  Kohlberg (1976),  for example,  determined developmental stage by charting responses to the famous "would you steal the drug to save a dying spouse?" dilemma.  Loevinger (1976), on the other hand, assesses development by asking people to respond to a series of sentence completions.  Scoring the completions is complicated and done by trained scorers.  


A complete and thorough assessment of each student's developmental stage is not possible for most of us  --  nor is it practical or necessary for incorporating developmental thinking into the design and management of our courses.  It is more essential to get the developmental flavor of the class,  and begin the process of gathering developmental data and forming developmental hunches that can be tested and refined over time.  I view my instructor role as a "developmental detective,"  looking and listening for clues that shine a developmental light on what may be happening for a particular student or group.  


As a way of surfacing developmental diversity in the classroom,  I have used some of Loevinger's sentence completions as the basis for discussing individual differences and their implications for our working together.  [Loevinger's work, Ego Development (1976), provides samples.]   Sentence completions,  for example,  that deal with authority are useful during initial course contracting, mid-course evaluations, and classes on leadership and contingency theory.  Completions that deal with personal responsibility and causality aid explorations of the impact of individual behavior on group outcomes.  Completions that deal with the nature of education and learning are useful for individual goal setting and comparing different student expectations for the course. 


After small and large group discussions of our differences,  I collect the sentence completions and look at their suggested developmental implications for my proposed course design,  the structure of individual classes,  and the ways in which I will approach particular topics.  If there are project groups in the course,  I will cluster the responses of group members to anticipate problems the groups may have as a result of strong developmental differences or similarities,  and to determine interventions that facilitate conversations across developmental stages and increase the likelihood of learning and success for all.  

encourage students to explore and manage individual differences

Working with an on-going appreciation of developmental diversity in the classroom means encouraging students to take a problem-solving approach to individual differences.  Rather than masking differences,  or seeing them as disruptive,  I ask students to accept these differences as a reality and then think about how they can be managed to everyone's satisfaction and learning.  This establishes a norm that,  in this class,  differences are OK,  and plants the seeds for later expanding definitions of diversity and individual differences beyond distinct expectations and points of view.  Students need no understanding of developmental theory to do this.


In face,  I explicitly work the issue of developmental diversity while exploring other topics throughout the course:  I do not set aside time where we read or review developmental theory, or where students are asked to learn the developmental stages.  Rather than getting lost in the lingo and labels, or providing theory that might encourage students to rank responses or evaluate positions as "more or less developmentally sophisticated,"   I want people focused on articulating their different views and perspectives,  appreciating rather than fearing the differences,  and thinking creatively about what they mean for working together.  I teach about managing developmental diversity by explicitly managing it in the classroom and by providing students opportunities to recognize and manage it for themselves.  This gives added benefits of saving more class instruction time for other OB issues or topics,  and avoiding trivializing the issue of developmental diversity by relegating it to a class or two. 


More specifically,  I return all sentence completions and other difference-surfacing materials,  for example,  and refer students back to particular answers or items when I see them struggling with problems that look developmentally-based.  This is especially useful for term-long student project groups that need to understand and manage their group's process, choices, and alternatives.   


There are developmental limitations to these conversations across stages that need to be remembered,  and which may require instructor interventions to reframe the meaning of statements and conversations in ways that students at both the lower and higher stages can understand.  The reality of the hierarchical nature of developmental theory means that individuals at lower levels are limited to the perspective of their own stage,  having few or no alternative vantage points from which to understand their own and others' behavior.  Individuals at the higher stages can understand the lower ones,  since each stage along the developmental continuum is broader in scope than the previous one,  incorporating and transforming all preceding stages. 


This instructor reframing of issues across stages is,  therefore,  critical.  It encourages students in their own developmental growth,  models patience for those less tolerant of their developmentally-different peers,  and reinforces beliefs that with persistance,  differences can eventually be bridged --  an important and encouraging recognition for those newly introduced to the issues of managing diversity.

 
An additional benefit of having students work with issues of developmental diversity in the classroom is that their experiences can be used as a springboard for dealing with other forms of diversity such as race, gender,  and ethnicity  which, as Kirkham and Bell (in this volume) have shown,  are more threatening and anxiety-producing.  The process of acknowledging disagreement with another or having different expectations does not evoke the strong cultural baggage and well-formed stereotypes that race, gender, and ethnicity can,  providing an easier starting point for working on issues of diversity.


Developmental differences are masked for students in peer  behaviors that they either like or dislike --  "Gee,  I really get along well with her."  "Boy,  I don't know where he's coming from." --  in the same way that they are for OB instructors.   If students have learned comfortably to acknowledge that they see things differently from their peers and can successfully manage the implications,  then they have more confidence and a tested, problem-solving approach to face the more emotionally-challenging forms of diversity.  Being able to say with confidence "that's your opinion," or "I am different from you and that's OK" are important steps in differentiating self from other,  strengthening one's sense of personal identity,  and becoming clearer about the uniqueness of one's own experiences --  prerequisites, in Kirkham's view (in this volume),  for meaningful discussions about race and gender differences.     

expand our understandings,  be flexible in our methods

As the developmentally different student responses to a case discussion and to the topic of diversity have shown,  we need to be aware of what our methodological and content choices mean for our students and be flexible in our ways of approaching topics and activities.  We need to have options for how we teach,  and different ways of using methods or cases.  An energetic large group case discussion --  perhaps a perfect learning experience for more developmentally similar and sophisticated executives with organizational experience -- may seem like avant-garde theatre or blatant manipulation to young and inexperienced undergraduates without proper framing, masterful introductions,  and detailed work to help students generalize and learn from this experience. 


And let us not forget that there is developmental diversity both across the different kinds of groups that we teach --  undergraduates,  young graduate students,  experienced MBA's,  executive audiences,  and so on -- as well as within any of those groups.  A well seasoned, highly defensive, and cantankerous participant in an executive education program,  with years of organizational experience,  who claims that this classroom stuff is fun but a waste of learning time, may be crying out for a more developmentally appropriate way of learning about organizational behavior in the same way as our disgruntled undergraduates do.

conclusion

This article explores an often forgotten form of diversity in the OB classroom  -- developmental differences.  The developmental frameworks that our students use to make sense out of our course content,  structures,  and roles are powerful influences on how well students respond to our offerings.  When students developmentally understand our methods and our teaching madness,  they are better able to learn about organizations and about themselves.  When they learn to accept and handle developmental differences in the classroom,  they gain confidence and a problem-solving approach for managing other forms of diversity.


The article also advocates the importance of understanding and working with issues of developmental diversity in the classroom as a way of increasing our own success and satisfaction in the  classroom.  When we understand the developmental messages our students are sending through their behavior,  we are less helpless and threatened when our usual and preferred "bag of OB tricks" does not work,   more tolerant and respectful of individual differences,   better prepared to respond to classroom conflict,  and more able to appreciate and manage the challenges of the OB classroom experience or the difficulties of teaching about as complex an issue as understanding diversity.   


Finally,  this article points to a set of ideas about human developmental processes that need to become part of our evolving  curriculum on "managing diversity."   Very little has been done to explore the implications of developmental diversity for OB  teaching and our classroom experiences (Gallos,  1988a, 1988b;  Weathersby, et.al., 1982;  Andrews,  1981), despite the obvious power of the issues and the ease with which they can be incorporated and weaved into our present course goals and topics. 
Developmental diversity has equally important implications for how well people are able to work together in organizations, and understand the behaviors and choices of their peers, bosses, and subordinates.  We need to better articulate what developmental differences mean for organizational leaders and followers alike,  and insure that developmental concerns are part of our budding approaches to the whole area of "managing diversity in organizations."  
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FIGURE 1:   FOUR DEVELOPMENTAL PORTRAITS  -- Figure attached below in three parts
_________________________________________________________________________________________

	Figure 1A

STAGE

right-wrong

dualism

simple

pluralism


	
	CENTRAL

DEVELOPMENTAL

CONCERN

self-protection

conformity


	
	NATURE OF

EDUCATION

structures, designed by authority, to convey "the Truth"

Truth = authority

right = that which is approved,  permitted, or condoned by authority 

structures,  designed by "legitimate" authority to convey "the Truth"

Truth is possessed by and comes from legitimate authority


	
	ROLE OF THE OB TEACHER

demonstrator of Truth

the enforcer

a revealer or announcer of Truth

an instructor

the monitor of rules and requirements


	
	SELF AS AN OB STUDENT

sees the world as a dangerous place

has limited awareness of an internal world and few capacities for self-reflection

externalizes blame for failures or ineffectiveness

student role:  protect self from "powerful others"

has strong desire for inclusion

feels guilt when breaking rules

sees students' views as impediments to finding Truth

limited capacity for introspection: ability to meet others' expectations

student  role: follow the rules

	

	Figure 1B:

STAGE

realizing relativism


	
	CENTRAL

DEVELOPMENTAL

CONCERN

beginning recognition of conscience


	
	NATURE OF

EDUCATION

activities and structures, designed by knowledgeable authority, that can help us learn and discover the truth


	
	ROLE OF THE OB TEACHER

a role model

a guide who shares acquired  knowledge and shows the best ways for us to discover the truth 


	
	SELF AS AN OB STUDENT

interested in learning what others know and in learning about oneself

uses standards of excellence based on both authority's expectations and own budding self-evaluated ideals

acknowledges uncertainty as more than an impediment to truth

student role:  

"learn what is out there but remember, in the end, everyone is entitled to his or her own opinion"





	STAGE

appreciating a multiplicity of perspectives


	
	CENTRAL

DEVELOPMENTAL

CONCERN

autonomy


	
	NATURE OF

EDUCATION

events and   activities, designed and facilitated by a knowledgeable source,  to encourage

personal

insights about oneself and the world                


	
	ROLE OF THE OB TEACHER

a facilitator

a designer of opportunities to foster person insights 

an experienced fellow

traveller who offers  tips to the novices,  support for the weary,  and encouragement to all seekers on the road to truth


	
	SELF AS AN OB STUDENT

has high toleration for ambiguity and life's

paradoxes 

sees autonomy and personal responsibility as critical to identity

assumes

complexity as a rule

student role: one pilgrim, joining other travelers, on the same road to personally generated truth


     �  I use the term OB classroom throughout this article as a short-hand for any formal educational setting where teaching and learning about organizational behavior occurs.  The developmental implications for understanding and managing diversity discussed here are as applicable to management development efforts and corporate education as they are to the more traditional undergraduate and graduate classroom settings.  


     �  Development can also be explored by studying life phases -- the age-specific achievements,  transitions,  and critical incidents faced over the course of a lifetime.  Those interested in a more complete,  historical introduction to developmental theory should see Crites and Cytrynbaum (1989).   A detailed exploration of women's development is found in Gallos (1989).  


     �  See Gallos (1988b) for a more detailed exploration of developmental issues at work in the OB classroom.





