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ABSTRACT 

It has always been a challenge for business students to acquire technical knowledge. Such challenges are more pronounced at 
urban minority universities where many returning students often have additional obstacles that prevent them from learning as 
traditional students do. In response to the situation, we have developed a learning tool, called the Knowledge Assimilation 
Schema (KAS), that guides students to focus on the development of their knowledge structures rather than the collection of 
isolated knowledge entities. The learning tool has two major components: a knowledge representation framework that 
facilitates structural understanding and a knowledge acquisition process that steers deeper learning. Initial feedback and results 
from KAS have shown a noticeable improvement in conceptual learning of technical subjects, especially among non­
traditional students. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In response to the profound impact of information 
technology (IT) on vitiually all aspects of an organization, 
business schools are constantly revising and expanding their 
curricula. As we endeavor to equip our students with 
necessary technical skills, we encounter the following 
challenges: 

1. While the total number of credit hours offered by a 
business administration curriculum is relatively constant, 
curriculum is expanding (Tesch, Crable, & Braun, 2003). 

2. Use of IT in most functional areas of a business requires 
our students to possess interdisciplinary knowledge in 
order to compete in an increasingly competitive 
marketplace. 

3. Technology is constantly evolving. By the time our 
students graduate, their technology related curriculum 
will have changed, requiring them to have adaptive skills 
to deal with change. 

These challenges are exacerbated at urban minority 
universities like ours where a high percentage of the students 
are returning adults. To cope with our situation, we have 
developed a learning tool, called the Knowledge Assimilation 
Schema (KAS), that guides students to focus on developing 
their knowledge structures rather than collecting isolated 
knowledge entities. The rest of the paper is organized as 
follows. Section 2 summarizes our literature review of 
existing teaching and learning methods. Section 3 describes 

the framework of KAS and Section 4 gives examples of its 
use in our classroom settings. The perceived effectiveness of 
KAS is analyzed in Section 5 and the relevance of this 
research is highlighted in Section 6. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Considerable research has been conducted in teaching and 
learning, some of which is relevant to the acquisition of 
technical knowledge. 

Active learning is effective because it facilitates deeper 
learning. Strommen and Lincoln's research findings (1992a) 
indicate that learning becomes active when students acquire 
new knowledge using existing knowledge and 
experience. Sherry ( 1996) suggests the use of inquiry 
learning, stating that a teacher is no longer "the sage on the 
stage" or the deliverer of a fixed body of information. Fink 
(2003) observes that students learn more and retain their 
learning longer if they acquire it in an active, rather than 
passive, manner. He attributes the lack of knowledge 
retention to traditional deductive teaching methods. 

Active learning can take place when students work 
together in teams. Welch, Gradin, and Karin (2002) 
discover that students become more involved in their 
learning and strive to assist each other in attaining course 
goals in a team situation. Group discussions promote 
inductive learning, which is considered effective in teaching 
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