Scaling Business For Good In The Pandemic Era: Lessons In Incorporating Grand Challenges Into The Business Curriculum
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We describe a unique course, entitled Business For Good, required of all incoming undergraduates, that has been scaled to almost 5000 students in the last six years. The insights here are best viewed as potential ingredients in curricular innovations, beyond the confines of the single course described here. 
The rich literature on experiential education in general (Dewey, 1938; Kolb and Fry, 1984) extends as well to business education where there has been growth of experiential learning despite the many challenges (Aggarwal and Wu, 2019). Our approach extends beyond experiential to bottom-up learning. The background for this curricular innovation is in two decades of courses on the arena of subsistence marketplaces (Viswanathan, 2013; 2016; Viswanathan et al., 2011)) covering a gamut of offerings - thirteen years of offering a yearlong interdisciplinary class with international immersion on sustainable product and business plan development for subsistence marketplaces, a module and capstone project in a first-year course for all business undergraduate, in-person and online courses for executives, and MOOC courses. Our content and learning is shared worldwide through a portal. 
The course is an immersive and interactive experience for incoming undergraduate students that begins their journey toward a business degree and beyond, focusing on the role of business as a force for good. It was designed soon after a new mission for the college was created around business as a force for good. It involves the major global challenges that students will face in their professional careers, such as poverty and the environment, and bring out the role of business in being a force for good in addressing these challenges as well as in a broad array of issues. It involves a project where students will design a business plan to launch of a product for low-income customers in domestic or international markets, while achieving economic sustainability as well as social and environmental sustainability, with topics covering a variety of SDGs. It involves doing good as being at the heart of the business rather than as corporate social responsibility. And most importantly, it will involves examining values as it relates to doing good in the professional, societal, and personal realms. The course culminates in a poster session competition and celebration attended by a wide audience from the area, with judges from the university community, alumni, and business and social sectors. In short, students start out their careers by having all of these challenges to confront typically in their first year.
The content lectures covered in large workshop format begin with micro-level insights on how subsistence consumers think, feel, cope, relate and sustain. We then build on these micro-level insights to cover topics of how to gain insights into subsistence marketplaces and how to design solutions and business plans. We broaden out to the broader topic of sustainability, placing the bottom-up approach in context. In parallel, the project develops through large workshop and small class exercises and deliverables culminating with a celebratory poster session. These exercises relate to virtual immersion (Viswanathan, 2016) through 360 videos, day-in-the-life videos, a poverty simulation, image-based experiences, and recorded interviews, as well as live virtual interviews. We enable students to conduct direct virtual interviews which serve as global field research to support class projects. Such interviews require recruiting participants in urban and rural settings, having interviews scheduled through Zoom or similar technological setup, conducting interviews, and translating content. We also have prerecorded interviews that can be used asynchronously as preparation for actual virtual interviews or for other learning experiences. 
Central to this introductory experience is the underlying thematic context. Rather than cover the different disciplines in business formally, they play out bottom-up in the context of subsistence marketplaces. Poverty is a grand challenge central to the course and the arena in which sustainability and business play. In turn, this context creates a challenging setting for students at the beginning of their college careers. In a sense, learning to understand the needs in such contexts and envisioning solutions and business plans can enable students to confront all contexts. Furthermore, students learn to incorporate stark social and environmental issues that are accentuated in subsistence marketplaces. 
The entire course is bottom-up in the sense of the flow of topics as well. Students unpack the need they want to focus on bottom-up rather than depending on traditional definitions of needs. Similarly, they generate ideas for solutions bottom-up, before top-down, through a variety of means and using content we have specifically designed and produced for these purposes. Our approach to ethics as well is by embedding life circumstances bottom-up into all phases of the process. We have students wrestle with topics in business in the context of their projects, with formal learning on these disciplines being down the road. At the broadest level, by starting out with working business topics and an entire business plan bottom-up, students begin a journey where Business for good is embedded in their experiences. As they gain knowledge and skills in traditional areas of business, the expansive nature of the first experience provides a unique bottom-up vantage.
By creating a common set of workshops and through the virtual interviews, students in different sections see the common thematic elements of the course – in terms of the unique content of subsistence marketplaces, and the process virtual immersion, and project exercises. This then enables individual instructors to focus on project consulting, and on unique Business for Good themes that tap into their own experience and expertise, along with the many aspects of managing a course. We have been able to orient new instructors rapidly into their roles as a result of this approach, while at the same time creating a consistent learning experience. Our grading structure and assignments across sections are identical with leeway for instructors in weights given for different elements of class participation and of course, complete latitude in how grades are assigned. However, a detailed handbook provides support for instructors, with templates for grading each assignment as well as exemplars of different levels of grades earned and feedback given, based on prior offerings. All of these elements also enable the instructional team to perform tasks interchangeably and support each other. The learning experience is also amenable to a variety of modalities as we have ourselves demonstrated. In conclusion, bottom-up learning in the context of subsistence marketplaces is ideally suited to challenge students through exposure (as education), while incorporating the theme of business as a force for good. 
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