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Background to the 
Virtual Co-op

• Why we started the Virtual Co-op
• ADMN405 is capstone course in BComm
• Work-ready graduates
• Recombinant Innovation

• Combining Athabasca’s pedagogical approach 
with AI-powered technology

• Accessibility

Virtual 
Co-op



Student barriers to Co-op Education

• First Nations, isolated 
communities, and education 
gaps

• Full-time jobs
• White privilege
• Single parents
• Disabilities including physical, 

sensory, or hidden 2019-20 to 2022-23 Cohort of 
Canada’s House of Commons’ 

Page Program



Leveling the playing field
• Virtual Co-op: Financial Services

• Working for a large financial institution as it purchases an 
indigenous company

• Virtual Co-op: Digital Business Consulting
• Working as an implementation consultant, addressing the 

people and management issues when leaders introduce AI, 
machine learning, and big data into organizations 

• Virtual Co-op: Construction Industry
• Working at a construction firm that is building a new school 

that needs leadership to address stakeholder concerns while 
creating shared value

• Virtual Co-op: Sustainable Business
• Working for sustainable business consulting company 

advising electric vehicle, solar farms, and sustainable 
tourism

• Professional leadership
• AIA has developed a course with us that uses this AI 

technology 



The Virtual Co-op in Financial Services

• Logistics of the Co-op – A workplace experience
• Students are management trainees at the Monet Bank. 
• Project from acquisition analysis to due diligence to purchase to marketing.
• During this time, they work through 30+ tasks with a dozen AI-powered 

characters or sims.  
• Workplace challenges include employee personal disagreements, nepotism, 

unethical behaviour, terminating a person’s employment, team building, 
facilitation, persuasion, gathering information, negotiation, and plagiarism.

• After each project, students debrief with an AI-mentor, and in a discussion 
forum, at the end of the course there is self-evaluation paper 

• Evolving: coming in May 2024 the AI technology upgraded to give personal 
feedback to each student on how they did in each module (combines factual 
and soft skills evaluation)



Demonstration
Setting the scene:
• Now mid-way through the Co-op experience students have 

completed the acquisition negotiations but final approval is needed. 
There is some internal pushback as people realize the project can go 
through.  The AI mentor prepares you to lead the “strategic 
conversations” necessary to finalize the deal.

What we hoped students would do:
• Use appropriate skills in reassurance, persuasion and strategic 

foresight to convince Charles that the acquisition is a good idea. 









What we learned
• These “work” experiences in debriefing sessions become 

valuable teaching moments. 
• Students will respond in sometimes very unexpected ways.

• One student pushed back at Charles and threatened to go around him.
• Students discussed why you may not want to respond to a boss by 

threatening to go over his or her head and what might be a better 
response.

• Discussion of how to respond to difficult bosses.
• AI characters adapt their responses even to the tone of the 

student’s response.
• Students treat these AI characters as real people and real 

workplace situations. 



What students learned about themselves

In working with the difficult boss – emotional regulation
• My biggest takeaway for the future: to regulate emotions. While I 

am usually excellent in regulating my emotions, [This from a student who 
tried to have “Charles” fired]

• It seems to me after reviewing resources that the best strategies 
about managing difficult employees or employers revolve around 
positive-driven long-term plans, patience, and constructive 
feedback. 

• In some situations, the students cited Canadian CPA Codes of Ethics 
as being applicable to the situation. 



Feedback from the Students
• “Be prepared to be amazed!” That is what I would tell students considering this 

course.
• This simulation was not only a learning experience for me in a manager’s 

perspective but, I learned a lot about myself as well, I know my managerial style 
will need some improving and I would need to incorporate some empathy to help 
me.

• I thought I was good at problem solving, teamwork, and leadership. But these 
skills failed me when they were put to the test.

• Helped build confidence in my interactions with co-workers
• Monet bank simulation was a great way to test and experience the true reality of 

making important management decisions
• Provides a controlled learning where you can turn mistakes into positive learning 

experiences. By making mistakes in the controlled environment, one will be less 
likely to make those mistakes when embarking on a professional career.



Thank you!

• Thanks to the CPAEF for grant funding
• Q and A

Contact information: Dr. Pam Quon pamelaq@athabascau.ca

Richard Dixon rdixon@athabascau.ca
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