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AACSB asked me to write about a topic of importance to me. Even with the opportunity to write a thinly-veiled infomercial on what we consider the best business school in the galaxy, the choice of topic was easy.  
Redefining the relationships between business schools and their students as customers has become the norm over the last two decades. We probably got to this point because―somewhere during the last 28 years of above-inflation tuition increases―our predecessors felt better telling those to whom we charged increasingly large amounts that they were not mere graduate students, but customers. 
Plus, as we competed for students, we redefined our position and portrayed our schools as being ready to meet and even anticipate their needs. Finally, as many MBA programs―executive as well as full-time―moved toward profiles of more experienced and talented individuals, referring to these individuals as something other than students became comfortable and natural. Thus, the customer model came to represent good practice and fostered student-school rapport.  
One problem. The model is corrupt and corrupting. Treating students as customers doesn’t help them develop. Do we really want to tell them that they are customers―and that they are always right―when we are in the last, best position to influence their overall academic, ethical, and professional development? 
Of course we shouldn’t. What other responsibilities should we abdicate?
One dean I knew quite well tried to salvage the customer model by saying that their MBAs were “students in the classroom, but customers outside the classroom.” Nice try, but it doesn’t work either. When it comes to a career, if a student doesn’t represent himself well when interviewing for jobs, then the school’s relationship capital suffers. If a second-year student doesn’t help her first-year colleagues evaluate early career option steps, then the whole community loses. In fact, the customer model fails on all critical dimensions for similar reasons.  
Instead of the customer is always right, we ought to go with a version of you get what you put into it. If we do, then the interesting and important question becomes how can we get our students to put more into their MBA educations?  
My answer is that we should engage our MBA students with a combination of “stretch and support.”
-  We should set high expectations of our students. When they meet them, shine the light and recognize them. When they don’t, kick them in the butt.  
-  We must care deeply about our students, their experiences, and what they are trying to achieve. This naturally leads schools to support them day-by-day and in truly profound ways. 
If we get the right balance of stretch and support, then we move to a more productive equilibrium, in which students put more in (because they feel both  challenged and supported) and they get more out of their experience.
No one should think that I advocate a return to Stalinism. Abandoning the customer model doesn’t reduce the pressure to innovate. It doesn’t prevent us from investing in global career support. However, getting rid of the customer model does mean that every time our students refer to themselves as customers, you can avoid the trap and instead move to surer, higher ground. It causes our jobs to shift toward setting expectations and asking more of your students. This approach takes some repetition―like a few thousand conversations―but these are the right conversations for deans and students to have.  
And, as one of my faculty colleagues reminds me:  “There isn’t anything wrong with the teacher/student relationship. It’s only been around for two or three millennia.”  
