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MEMORANDUM
DATE:

September 17, 2009
TO:

Willamette Employees Enrolled in the MBA for Professionals Program
FROM:

Keith Grimm, Director of Human Resources
RE:

Professional Conduct as “Employee-Students”
Dear Colleagues:

As I write this communication, I am a current student in the Atkinson Graduate School of Management MBA for Professionals program.  The ability to be a student in this program and have tuition waived is a wonderful and significant benefit for Willamette employees.  I, for one, am personally grateful for the opportunity to be a part of this program and for the opportunity to increase my potential value to Willamette, while advancing my own personal credentials. 

Like me, you may have noticed that being an employee of Willamette University and being enrolled as a student in this program comes with some additional challenges.  We are students, but we are also representatives of our institution, and the nature of this type of education can create conflicts between these two roles.  

A significant part of the value of enrollment in the MBA for Professionals program is that each student comes to class with a wealth of knowledge from his/her own professional experience that can be utilized to enhance the learning experience.  Bringing that experience into the classroom discussion is encouraged by faculty and is inherently encouraged in the dialogue that is created in and out of class between students.  In our role as “student” we have much to offer and learn from this dialogue. However, because we are also Willamette employees we need to consider our professional responsibility to Willamette in our choice of words and actions. 

As a student and as the Director of Human Resources here at Willamette, I thought it would be beneficial to offer some guidance and caution related to conduct as an employee-student at Willamette.  I propose this guidance as a sort of “employee-student code of conduct”.   This guidance is based on existing policy as well.  Here are my suggestions for upholding our professional responsibility as employees of Willamette and enjoying our engagement as a Willamette student:
1) Be “professional” and practice “professional judgment” at all times.  In our dual role as student and employee of Willamette, it is important for us to use good professional judgment in the kinds of information we share, how we describe our professional work experiences in classroom discussions, how we respond to situations, and how we communicate/interact with our fellow classmates in and outside of class.  Willamette University employs each employee to be, in part, an advocate and representative for the University.  In other words, it is part of our job description to represent Willamette in a professional manner. 
2) Maintain confidentiality related to your work here at Willamette.  While the experiences we have here as an employee of Willamette are of value to classroom discussions, we have a professional and personal responsibility to maintain confidentiality about much of our work, and the work of the University. 
3) Choose your words carefully when discussing Willamette and its community members in interactions with fellow students.  Do not engage in open criticism of Willamette and its community members with student colleagues. If we are critical of something about Willamette, our professional responsibility as Willamette employees is to talk to the people involved at Willamette – not our fellow students. 

In addition to professional responsibility, it is important that each of us recognize that our status as employees of Willamette adds extra weight and meaning to the words and opinions we express about Willamette.  Our opinions and the opinions of our student colleagues are important to Willamette and should be based on the individual’s direct experience with the services and programs of Willamette, rather than the opinion of another. If you have an opinion to be shared, be sure to share the opinion through the usual course evaluation process, or directly with the program director or the Dean’s office.  
4) Don’t forget that work time is work time.  While the majority of employees in the MBA for Professionals program are exempt and, therefore, responsible to complete our functions regardless of how much time we are engaged in them, to the extent possible, we should not be spending regular work hours, or other University resources, to advance school-related work.  Utilizing lunch breaks and other free time during the day is certainly appropriate for school work, and for some who work extensive non-standard hours, you may feel justified in utilizing work time here and there to accomplish school-related work.  However, I would caution that even if you work 50 hours or more a week on job-related work, spending time during the work day doing school work (or even the perception that you are spending work time on school work) can be damaging to morale in your office and to the perception of how much work you are actually accomplishing as an employee.

I would imagine and hope that these guidelines are somewhat obvious to all of us.  I would offer that we can all get caught up in the moment of engaging as students in the classroom dynamics.  In my classes, students share the trials and challenges of their work lives, both in classroom discussion and in the course of out-of-classroom interactions with each other.  Although it can be challenging not to engage in sharing my own professional experience in the same way as other students, I know there are significant privacy issues with doing so and have to temper my contributions.
As a student, I have witnessed occasional verbal and often rudely offered criticisms of the program, faculty, and facilities by my fellow students. I have found it challenging to let what I feel are childish, cowardly, and unfair criticisms, pass without comment.  As employees of Willamette, we should not feed and facilitate such discussions with our own input, no matter our viewpoint.  Our comments are likely to be weighted more heavily in the minds of our fellow students, or could appear defensive and jeopardize in-class trust.  We all want to fully participate as students and be accepted and trusted by our fellow students at the same time.  
The best way to handle negative banter if you feel the need, whether you agree with another student’s comments or not, is to encourage him or her to share critiques in the appropriate ways.  Let them know that the Dean’s office cares about the quality of their experience and they should share their concerns with the Director of the program (Tina Alexander) or the Dean if need be.  Such criticisms are inevitable in any college or university setting, or in any business for that matter, and there is an appropriate and constructive channel for sharing them.
As I sat down to think about this issue, I inevitably questioned my own interactions as a student.  I too have found it a challenge to walk the line between student and employee.  However, I know I have a special responsibility to always be mindful of my role at Willamette University.  You and I are representatives of Willamette University in all that we do and say.  If we act in accordance with this responsibility it will go a long way toward ensuring we are acting professionally and consistent with our obligations as a Willamette employee.  As always, I am available to discuss your thoughts on this matter if you wish to talk.  I can be reached at ext. 6210 to make an appointment. 
