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Imagine a group of MBA students... starting their own real
green company and issuing a slow money IPO as part of
their studies.

Imagine a group of MBA students... consulting the Forest
Department on a business strategy for tourist eco-walks in
the nearby local forests and helping them to pilot it.

Imagine a group of MBA students... earning three lakhs (INR
300,000) profit from their business and using it to pay off
one semester's fees.

Imagine a group of MBA students... growing their own
organic food on the rooftop garden of their campus.

Imagine a group of MBA students... working with a local
village government school to design and build a playground
out of waste materials.

Imagine a group of MBA students... researching and making
a film on local hotels and practices for eco-friendly tourism.

Imagine a group of MBA students... interacting with and
learning from the complex challenges of the real world...

Imagine...
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double its college‐going population in the coming decade, it is quite shocking that

there is no real questioning around what is being taught in our colleges and what its

ultimate purpose is. College degrees seem to have turned into commodities which

can be bought and sold in the free‐market—an investment to yield lifelong

(monetary) returns. Whether or not a college program truly nourishes one’s passion

and interest and sense of well‐being and happiness, and prepares one to sustainably

serve the larger society and ecosystem that one is part of is increasingly being

considered to be secondary.
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Phoenix's Realism Edge

The program officially titled as ‘CSR and Social Entrepreneurship’ was developed

and offered alongside an open distance‐learning degree under the Punjab



Technical University. The founders of Phoenix, Mr. Vineet Baya, Mr. Shabbir Hussain

and Mr. Vinod Baya, strongly believed it was necessary to douse the MBA with a

strong dose of ‘realism’ because most of the students had entered the program

without any prior work experience (as is the case with most business schools in India).

Although students had to write the university exam at the end of the school year, how

they go about preparing for it was largely left for the institution and its faculty to

decide. This arrangement offered greater flexibility with regards to the program

design and its implementation. Availing this freedom and autonomy, Phoenix could

do away with some of the rigidity associated with internal exams, grading, compulsory

attendance and fixed class schedules that are generally the norm in business schools.

It is interesting to note that ‘innovation’ and ‘entrepreneurship’ are increasingly

becoming the buzzwords on university campuses around the world. Even well‐

established business schools such as MIT, Harvard, Stanford are trying to grapple with

the questions of what they can do better to maintain their ‘competitive edge’ in the

field, given the competitive global economy and looming uncertainties. Many business

schools in India have now adopted the case study‐based classroom discussion method

in an attempt to make the curriculum more relevant to the real world of business. But

the global leaders are now taking many steps to move beyond the case study

methodology.

In 2011, Harvard Business School, the pioneer in case‐study method, launched its pilot

program titled FIELD (Field Immersion Experiences for Leadership Development).2 It

asks students to carry out real‐world projects engaging in team‐building activities,

providing consultancy to companies around the world as well as to launch a small

company with a seed‐capital that the school would provide them. Other universities

are also following suit.3 The primary reason behind this is that the case study method

is not a robust enough pedagogical tool to help the students build their capacities to

deal with complex factors that continuously emerge in the real world in the 21st
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The next project to unleash their imagination was designing and setting up a roof‐top

organic farm on the roof of the college— while in the process learning a bit about
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with nature, to observe birds and various natural phenomena. He has started a

nature club in a local management institute where he is currently working and takes

people on regular nature treks. “My dream is to take pictures of all 314 varieties of

birds present in Rajasthan and present them to people. When you have something

inside you, you have to do something about it! I am the only ‘idiot’ in my family who

loves and spends so much time with nature. Thanks to my MBA program which

allowed me the opportunity to express myself, appreciated my talent and provided

me the valuable feedback to improve my skills” says Sanjay who, while at Phoenix,

won the National Geography award for one of the top 100 entries in wild‐life

photography.

Apart from the summer internships, business competitions and college festivals,

which are common across most business schools, business theory at Phoenix was

constantly interwoven with action learning and/or service learning in the local

community. The fact that the institute was located in the heart of the city near

shops, hotels and tourists helped bridge the gap between the classroom and the real

world. The program also allowed the natural talents and interests to emerge from

students themselves thus providing them the much‐needed motivation and freedom

to experiment and explore.
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