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Teamwork skills for the workplace: are employers getting
what they need?

Jill CLARK
Business and Information Technology, Whitireia Community Polytechnic

Trish BAKER
Business, Wellington Institute of Technology

Marbeth ISAAC
Ministry of Health

INTRODUCTION

Over the last 30 years extensive research has been published in the area of collaborative
learning. Almost all this research has come to positive conclusions about its academic
benefits (Slavin, 1990; Johnson, Johnson & Stanne, 2000). Researchers have also identified
benefits that are additional to higher academic achievement. Slavin and others suggest that
experience in collaborative learning develops tolerant, multi-cultural awareness in students
(Slavin & Madden, 1979); Kagan and others see collaborative learning as essential
preparation for participating in a democratic society (Kagan, 1994). Another benefit of
collaborative learning is preparation for the workforce. Fiechtner and Davis (1991) argue
that there has been a marked trend in recent years for business decisions to be made in
groups rather than by individuals along with a general movement in the business world
towards more participative management styles. They add that the business environment is
now so complex that the ability of any one person to cope with it has been greatly reduced;
experience of group learning before graduation is therefore essential for students. Gokhale
(1995) posits that modern advances in technology and changes in the organizational
infrastructure put an increased emphasis on teamwork within the workforce. He concluded
that individual learning and collaborative learning were equally effective in transmitting
factual knowledge to students, but that collaborative learning fostered greater development
of critical thinking through discussion, clarification of ideas, and evaluation of others’ ideas,
essential skills for the modern workplace. In New Zealand surveys carried out by
universities confirm that New Zealand employers identify interpersonal communication and
the ability to work well in teams as necessary skills for graduates.

This research reported here examines the specific teamwork skills that New Zealand
employers expect from graduates of technical institutes and universities, and compares these
expectations with tutor and student perceptions of the value of collaborative learning at
tertiary level in developing these skills. It is exploratory research that aims to identify any
areas that might need to be examined in more detail in a later research project. For the
purposes of this project collaborative learning is defined as learning that takes place in a
stable, formal group of two or more students who work together and share the workload
equitably as they progress towards assessed learning outcomes. Questionnaires given to
students and staff in this research used the term “group work” interchangeably with
“collaborative ~ learning” as group work is a more familiar term.
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METHODOLOGY

In 2006, questionnaires consisting of 41 closed questions and 5 open questions on
collaborative learning were distributed to 30 tutors and 200 students at the Wellington
Institute of Technology and Whitireia Community Polytechnic. Some 20 tutors and 148
students returned the questionnaires which were then analyzed using descriptive statistics
and SPSS™. Qualitative data were collated and analyzed for major themes and consistency
with the quantitative data. In 2007, questionnaires on the perceived benefits of collaborative
learning as preparation for the workplace were sent to 30 recent graduates from various
tertiary institutions, and a range of employers and managers were surveyed or interviewed
to establish the expectations of management. Seventeen graduate questionnaires and 18
management surveys were returned, and three managers were interviewed.  All
questionnaires, surveys and interviews were convenience samples.

RESEARCH FINDINGS
2006 Tutor and Student Questionnaire

The 2006 questionnaire showed that 95% of tutors and 79% of the students surveyed believed
that working collaboratively with others would be useful experience when they joined the
workforce. This finding was supported by the students’ open-ended comments. When
tutors and students were asked to rank the importance of seven outcomes of group work,
tutors placed preparation for the workforce at the top, and students ranked it second.

Both tutors and students showed that they were positive about the social benefits of
collaborative learning: the development of interpersonal skills, the development of
intercultural skills and the ability to work in diverse groups, and the appreciation of different
ways of solving problems. In the open- ended questions, however, students showed clearly
that, although they thought they had developed these skills, they were often unable to
operate effectively in a group. They were frequently unable to deal with personality clashes
and conflict, and expressed anger and frustration with other team members who they felt did
not “pull their weight'.

2007 Graduate Questionnaire

The 2007 questionnaires completed by 17 recent graduates tested these results and indicated
that, as the researchers had suggested in 2006, the open-ended questions were a more
appropriate indication of the skills developed (or not developed) in group work at tertiary
level. Forty-one percent of recent graduates believed that they had learned interpersonal
skills by working in groups at tertiary institutions, and 29% believed that they had learned
conflict-solving skills. Seventy-one percent of the graduates believed that they had
developed the ability to work in diverse groups in their tertiary study. This compares with
the 62% of students in the 2006 survey who stated that they had learned intercultural skills as
a result of working in cross-cultural groups. Seventy one percent of the graduates believed
that they had developed accountability for work in a team by working in groups at their
tertiary institution, and 59% believed they had developed skills in critical thinking, problem-
solving and creativity. Fewer than 50% of the graduates believed they had developed team
skills in time management (35%), professional and work ethics (29%) and assertiveness
(29%). Comments on the overall usefulness of group work in developing teamwork skills
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ranged from “minimal,” “OK, not amazing,” to “very useful,” with 76% of the comments
being positive.

2007 Employer Surveys and Interviews

Employer surveys and interviews indicated that employers felt they required all the skills
that were listed in the survey: time management, interpersonal skills, accountability for work
in the team, ability to work with others, ability to meet deadlines, ability to work in diverse
groups, verbal and written communication skills, conflict management skills, critical
thinking skills, professional work ethic, and assertiveness. Several respondents said that
they recruited specifically for these attributes and therefore made sure that any new
graduates they employed had them. Teamwork skills were seen as essential in the modern
business world: “The new world demands in business require a lot of interdependency on
others. And tasks are now more complex than in the past, so a team that composes from
different individual skills becomes more powerful than the individuals who are there. This is
Synergy,” wrote one respondent. Another wrote: “Functional teams can be excellent;
dysfunctional teams can be truly awful, destructive and negative.” An attribute identified by
managers as often missing in new graduates was “work ethic” or the more general “right
attitude.” This deficiency was also identified by graduates.

Some employer survey responses were also consistent with the graduate questionnaires in
identifying interpersonal skills, time management skills, general communication skills and
conflict management skills as attributes that new graduates sometimes lacked. These were
considered important skills: one manager made the practical comment that, “if you can’t get
on with people of a variety of natures and accommodate the differences then you're going to
be miserable.” “Assertiveness” was sometimes perceived by employers as an undesirable
attribute. One respondent wrote, “I'm not particularly interested in assertiveness,” and
several commented that the “ego” of new graduates sometimes got in the way of effective
teamwork. One manager suggested that new graduates “
willingness to learn and to listen was identified as crucial. One respondent wrote that it is
essential for team members to “manage the mix of being assertive enough to engage in
debate, to question and raise issues, whilst understanding that it is not a free-for-all and that
there are tasks to be completed.” When asked, “What can tertiary institutes do to prepare
graduates for industry’s teamwork requirements?” some 50% of the employers suggested
that on-job experience was the best teacher and should be incorporated as much as possible
into student programs and into group tasks. Where this is not practicable employers
suggested “real life” tasks be used in student group work, and some noted that these could
possibly involve community projects.

park egos at the door.” A

DISCUSSION

The generally positive attitude to the benefits of group work seems to be carried through
from current students to new graduates and employers. This is consistent with overseas
studies that show that collaborative learning prior to entry into the workplace is a useful
preparation for effective team participation in the workplace. Satisfaction with cross-cultural
groups, which the 2006 survey showed was particularly low among New Zealand European
students and appeared to be a cause for concern, seems to have increased when students
reached the workplace. The conclusion that the researchers came to in 2006 appears to be
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justified: the main cause for dissatisfaction with cross-cultural groups was probably the
perceived unfairness of assessment; once the issue of assessment is removed students can
see, in retrospect, the learning benefits of working in diverse groups. This reinforces the
recommendation of the researchers’ previous comments in 2006 that tutors must be trained
in designing assessment systems that are perceived by students to be valid and reliable (see,
Clark & Baker, 2006).

The open-ended answers in the 2006 student survey are reinforced by the findings from the
2007 graduate questionnaire, and the employer surveys and interviews. Students showed in
2006 that they were unable to deal with personality clashes, conflict and the problems of
unmotivated members in their groups; in 2007 the majority of the graduates surveyed
indicate that they had not developed conflict management skills and interpersonal skills in
tertiary group work. Employers also identify both these areas as sometimes lacking in
graduates. Again, perhaps the problem is assessment. One graduate wrote that at work “my
pay was not docked if one of my team either under performed or failed to perform at all. Yet
in a class environment I was penalized (others too) when members of our group did not
complete their requirements. Why should my marks rely on another person (s) who ‘can’t be
bothered’? In real life these people would be soon out of a job.” The graduate went on to
write: “I do think, though, that teamwork is important, and is a great skill to have. I feel this
can be achieved without the need to rely on others to achieve marks or grades.” Another
graduate wrote that although the group tasks were intended to develop teamwork skills,
they “got misdirected as too much focus was on individuals’ marks/ performance, i.e., key
performance indicators (KPIs) were set incorrectly. As in business they should be set for the
entire team. KPIs drive behavior.” The challenge to tutors is to design assessments that
address both these concerns.

When these comments are considered alongside the number of comments from employers
stating that the best preparation for team-work in the workplace is on-job experience, a
possible conclusion is reached that tertiary institutions may not be using appropriate
collaborative learning tasks for students and may be allowing assessment and design issues
to detract from the overall benefits of group work. Anecdotally, a number of student group
tasks are for projects that should perhaps be carried out individually; the only skills that
students sometimes learn from these tasks is the questionable skill of dividing the work up
among group members to be put together just before the assignment is handed in. Another
consideration may be the number of overseas students currently in the New Zealand
educational scene; perhaps this creates a situation that is very unlike the ‘real workplace and
creates problems that make the learning of teamwork skills difficult, if not impossible.

CONCLUSIONS

This research project is a pilot only and therefore its conclusions need to be tested further in a
more comprehensive project. The results indicate that tertiary group work is generally
considered by tutors, students, and new graduates to be useful preparation for teamwork in
the workplace, and that employers are generally satisfied with the skills graduates bring with
them. Itis particularly useful in preparing students to work with diverse groups.

They do indicate, however, that there are important gaps in the skills developed at tertiary
level. If tertiary institutions are to give employers the graduates they need, there is a need to

R.XK. Coll (Ed.)
Conference Proceedings: New Zealand Association for Cooperative Education 4
Annual Conference, Rotorua, 19-20 April, 2007
(ISBN: 978-0-473-12401-4)



Clark, Baker, Isaac — Teamwork Skills for the Workplace

train tertiary teachers in the effective use of collaborative learning techniques. They need to
be trained to design fair and valid group assessment tasks that reflect the wider world as
much as possible, and to assess the elements of group performance that reinforce appropriate
team behavior. Tutors need to be skilled in developing in students a professional work ethic
that will carry over into the workplace.

This pilot study indicates that further research on how tertiary institutions might meet these
challenges is justified.
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Student’s reflective learning journeys in sport cooperative
education

Jenny FLEMING
Division of Sport and Recreation, AUT University, Auckland

Andy MARTIN
Department of Management, Massey University, Palmerston North

BACKGROUND

Schon’s (1983) notion of the ‘reflective practitioner’ is particularly applicable to the process of
cooperative education (Coll & Eames, 2004; Martin & Leberman, 2005). He argued that
reflective practice is a learned skill most effectively introduced through an experiential
component (Schon, 1983, 1987, 1991). Reflection transforms experience and theory into
knowledge (Roberts, 2002) and enhances the transfer of learning (Macaulay, 2000).

It is important to incorporate strategies within the design of cooperative education courses to
facilitate reflection. Developing reflective practice involves organized collaboration and
interactions between the students, academic supervisors, and employers to enhance the
learning outcomes (Van Gyn, 1996). The process needs to be perceived to be safe, and
provide structured opportunities and time to observe and reflect individually and with
others (Richert, 1990).

ISSUE

The issue addressed in this paper is that a wide range of strategies can be adopted within
cooperative education programs to facilitate reflection. However an important question is
whether the strategies utilized are related to the needs of the learner and the learning
environment? Are the strategies presented here in the sport cooperatives appropriate and do
they assist students to develop critical reflection skills?

CONTEXT

This paper, set in a New Zealand context, will address the issues by providing an insight into
student’s ‘reflective journeys’” over the period of their work placement in their final year of a
three-year sport degree program. Comments from student’s reflective journals and final
practicum evaluation reports from two cooperative education courses, the Sport
Management Practicum (SMP) at Massey University, Palmerston North and the Sport and
Recreation Cooperative (SRC) at AUT University, Auckland are utilized to illustrate the
development of critical reflection skills and how this has impacted on the student learning
experience.

The following is a brief outline of strategies that are utilized within both the SMP and SRC
which aim to facilitate reflection both during and after the work place experience (for further
detail on these strategies refer to Martin & Fleming, 2006).

R.K. Coll (Ed.) 7
Conference Proceedings: New Zealand Association for Cooperative Education
Annual Conference, Rotorua, 19-20 April, 2007
(ISBN: 978-0-473-12401-4)



Fleming, Martin - Students’ Reflective Journeys

Learning Contract

The students negotiate a learning contract with the host organization which is
approved by the academic supervisor. The contract describes their work activities/project
focus, their learning objectives and strategies to demonstrate how they will achieve and
assess achievement of their objectives. It provides initial structure to the learning experience
as well as highlighting the expectations of the students in terms of their own learning.

Reflective Journal

The students in the SRC are required to keep a log book and journal throughout the whole
period. The log book normally is just a list experiences and is useful for monitoring by the
industry and academic supervisors and serves as a reminder for the students as to what they
have actually done during their time on placement. In both the SRC and the SMP, students
keep a reflective journal composed of a brief synopsis (diary type format) outlining the duties
performed, work behavior and reflections on all activities that take place throughout the
practicum experience. However, the journal entails more than just listing experiences; it
includes revisiting feelings and re-evaluating the experience, as suggested by Boud, Cohen and
Walker (1993).

The SMP students also submit a monthly summary report of their journal to their academic
supervisor. The monthly reports are consistent with encouraging reflection-in-action and
also provide an opportunity for the student to receive feedback from their supervisor on the
development of their skills in reflective writing.

Academic Supervision

Students are supported in their learning experience by an academic supervisor from within
the university who provides one-on-one mentoring. The communication between student
and academic supervisor is generally face-to-face, however, for students located at a distance
from the university email and web site communication is used as an alternative.
Encouraging the student to share their reflections with the academic supervisor is a valuable
strategy for facilitating development of the skills required for the student to critically analyze
and take meaning from their experiences.

Practicum Evaluation

In the SRC, one of the strategies used to facilitate refection is a reflective essay which allows
the student to summarize their progress in terms of achieving their learning outcomes and
comment on critical incidents. The essay is submitted after about one third of their total
work hours and is a strategy consistent with encouraging reflection-in action. A reflective
assessment, where students are expected to reflect on and critically analyze their whole co-op
also forms part of the final report for both the SRC and SMP students. This critical evaluation
focuses on the effectiveness of achieving objectives/tasks and utilizes performance criteria from
the learning contract. It identifies key aspects of learning, strengths and weaknesses and areas
for future professional development.

Self and Supervisor Evaluation

Self and supervisor evaluations are tools which provide feedback on student performance
but are also a valuable strategy for facilitating reflection. Formal written evaluations of
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student performance are completed by the industry supervisor, and the student half
way through the cooperative and then again on completion

DISCUSSION
Developing Reflective Practice

Encouraging structured reflection can enhance ‘conscious reflective activity’ (Roberts, 2002),
where the learner relives the experience and makes connections between information and
feelings produced by the experience. However the quality of the learning is not dependent
on the quality of the experience, but on the quality of the process of reflection (Smith & Betts,
2000).

It was identified by some students that they had difficulty in initially understanding the
value of the reflective process or the strategies used to facilitate reflection. Initially there may
be resistance, as the purpose of the reflective process is questioned by the students.
Appropriate support and guidance therefore is needed to assist students see the benefits of
reflection in terms of their own learning. The following are two typical comments:

When first introduced to the skill I considered it a rather pointless and time wasting
procedure. But through the guidance of my academic supervisor I have learnt to appreciate the
skills worth. It has enabled me to identify specific problems and successes in my learning. I
aim to continue to critically reflect in my future career as I have found it most beneficial to my
personal development.

Learning to critically analyze is a hard skill to master, to be able to look at your own
experiences and know what you need to improve on can be hard to undertake. This
cooperative has provided the opportunity to improve these skills

The use of journal writing involving narrative description of tasks and reflective writing can
be an effective reflective practice tool, although comments initially are often rambling,
superficial, and focused on cataloguing activities. It often takes the student a period of time
to become introspective and reflect on current experiences (Van Gyn, 1996). Students learnt
how to translate their thoughts on to paper and then analyze or critique them. For example,
one wrote:

I kept a diary and reflective journal to express my thoughts and feelings and to
reflect on activities, responsibilities and certain situations. These records helped in
the varying co-op assessment and presentations but also allowed me to track
personal changes and improvements in the way I deal with situations. To reflect
back on my work activities and the perceptions and attitudes I had towards them
allowed me to read deeper into situations and experiences and identify areas of
personal growth.

Encouraging journal writing attempted to ensure that when critical incidents occurred the
learning opportunities from these experiences were not lost. Student comments highlighted
that, “the journal provided a valuable record of my experiences and outcomes to look back
on for future reference.” However, some students found it quite challenging and a strategy
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that was identified as helpful included the use of trigger questions to guide them with
their writing, as illustrated by the following comment:

Although I have found it quite challenging to think/write positively it has also challenged me
to write constructively. If I had not taken the opportunity to reflect on my experiences I would
not be so open to self improvement. In my reflective journal I found it helpful to ask myself the
questions: What were the objectives/ What were the outcomes? What went well and why?
What went less well and why? What have I learned? What will I do differently next time?

Providing structured opportunities for reflection can be achieved through using appropriate
assessment tasks. One student commented: “The assessments encouraged me to analyze,
reflect and evaluate my experiences throughout my co-op which definitely helped in the
further development of my critical analysis skills.” The reflective essay undertaken part way
through the SRC first semester was highlighted by many students as beneficial to the
improvement and development of reflective skills.

During co-op 1 there was a lack of understanding of critical reflection and my journal keeping
skills were less than satisfactory. It was the completion of my critical reflections assignment
that forced me to become more familiar with critical analysis of experience. Following this a
more structured approach to journal keeping was developed and a three step process of
reflection was used. The first step was to state the situation, the second step was to state the
feelings that resulted from the situation and the third step was to suggest strategies to avoid or
improve the situation in the future.

Supporting Student Learning

A consistent theme identified from the analysis of the student reports was the contribution
that academic supervisors make to facilitating and enhancing reflection. Effective
supervision and appropriate feedback is a critical part of the learning experience. Students
commented that discussing critical incidents with the supervisor was pivotal in the process
of reflection.

Talking to my academic supervisor on how I felt and how I dealt with a situation helped me to
improve the way I handled a situation the next time. The academic supervisors helped me to
confront issues instead of avoiding them.

However, the following comment illustrates that it takes time for some students to establish
an effective relationship with their supervisors and to gain the confidence to share their
experiences so that the benefits can be achieved.

At the beginning of Co-op it was difficult to converse with my academic supervisor. At this stage
I did not fully comprehend the process of critically reflecting on experiences and therefore did
not wish to admit downfalls in my knowledge. As the cooperative advanced, more familiarity
was developed between the academic supervisor and me. This resulted in greater confidence to
discuss issues with my supervisor.

Overall the students felt that the reflective strategies utilized within the cooperatives had
been beneficial to developing their professional growth and confidence as illustrated in the
following comment:

R.K. Coll (Ed.)
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Critical analysis and reflective thinking are important as no performance is ever perfect, though

before co-op began I might have thought I did some things perfectly. A new way of thinking was
initiated for me and I began to ask for feedback from others on my performance. Through this
process I have become very receptive to feedback, I can accept feedback from others and use their
feedback to improve my performance.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The findings illustrated that the critical reflection strategies were appropriate and enabled
the student to process the experience and develop their learning, professional growth and
confidence, as ‘reflective practitioners’ (Schon’s, 1983). However it is acknowledged by many
students that the reflective journey is not easy, and that effective academic supervision is
critical in assisting the learner to engage in the reflective process. The development of
student’s reflection from ‘noticing’, or ‘making sense’ to ‘making meaning’ from their
experiences with the benefit of time supports Leberman & Martin’s (2004) findings in relation
to Kolb’s(1984) ‘Experiential Learning Cycle” which involves reflection for action (technical-
reflection - based on the academic component), reflection-in-action (practical reflection), and
reflection-upon-action (critical reflection) (Boud et al., 1993; Schon, 1983).

Facilitated reflective practice involving the experiential component aims to provide
opportunities to transfer the theoretical skills learnt to a real environment. Appropriate
strategies, relevant to the needs of the learner, utilised within the structure of a cooperative
education experience allows the student to develop effective skills in critical reflection so that
learning is enhanced. Cooperative education coordinators need to provide appropriate
supervision and support for students so that the students are able to understand the purpose
and are able to develop the capabilities necessary to be a reflective practitioner.
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The changing role of the lecturer in industry-orientated
education

Ziming QI, James CANNAN
Department of Electrotechnology, Unitec New Zealand, Auckland, New Zealand

BACKGROUND

Most engineering and technology undergraduate degrees have independent academic
courses during the 3-4 years of study (Cohen, 1996; Gomez-Rivas & Pincus, 1999; Patterson,
1994). Such courses are typically delivered by academic staff members, who normally have
not industry experience or background. Over the duration of their study students work with
their lecturers in an academic setting, and mainly focus on academic study. As a
consequence they tend to lack an understanding of the requirements of industry based
research and development.

Cooperative education seeks to built a bridge between universities and industries, and
students are sent on work placements in relevant industries to develop practical skills for
their future jobs (Loughborough University, 2007; University of Dayton, 2007) Most New
Zealand engineering and technology undergraduate degrees are recognised by The
Institution of Professional Engineers New Zealand (IPENZ) (Manukau Institute of
Technology, 2006; University of Waikato, 2005), and these like traditional programs in
engineering and technology reported in the literature have a requirement of 6 or 12 months
of work placements. As an example, at the University of Waikato, Bachelor of Engineering
students are required to complete 800 hours of work experience. The work experience
comprises of two work placements, both of three months duration. The placements usually
begin in mid- to late November, after the second and third year respectively (University of
Waikato, 2006).

PROGRAM

The courses in the Bachelor of Applied Technology (Electro-technology) at Unitec are
different in that they are directly linked to industry, through focusing on industrial products
and teaching and learning is through a project based philosophy (Qi & Cannan, 2004). As an
example, the course on electronics technology in the Bachelor of Applied Technology is
directly linked to industry, and the focus is on an industrial product such as a switch-mode
power supply. Initially students receive a demonstration and the product enclosure is
opened to investigate what is inside. The internal components of such devises then form the
topics for study: this includes the mechanical design for the enclosure, electronic design
including the PCB (Printed Circuit Board) and embedded software design. The focus for
learning is product design, application and operation of electronic components and circuitry.
The industrial product will be activated under simulated industry conditions where students
will gain invaluable insight of design technology, operational procedure and programming
techniques.
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Mathematics is not taught at Unitech in such degrees as an independent course of study, but
instead is totally integrated into the compulsory technical courses. As an example, a course
on electronics technology taught in the Bachelor of Applied Technology uses Fast Fourier
Transform series to explore the electromagnetic interference in switch-mode power
supplies(Qi & Cannan, 2005, 2006a).

Foundation knowledge and skills can be achieved within these studies and the students are
well equipped to develop advanced knowledge and expertise required for their technology
and industry project through a cooperative education agreement with industry in their final
year. Instead of traditional work practices, students will focus on approved research topics
with a technology and industry project and complete their projects through real world
learning in an industry environment.(Qi & Cannan, 2006b)

UNIQUE FEATURES

This program at Unitec offers students the opportunity to achieve their foundation
knowledge and skills within each technical course studies. Figure 1 indicates the difference
between traditional degree and the Unitec industry-orientated degree.

Teaching
course 1

Teaching

course n

Teaching Work

. + +
courses experience Work Work
experience experience

Industry orientated

Traditional degree degree

FIGURE 1

Comparison to traditional degree with Unitech’s industry-orientated degree in engineering

Academic staff who teach in the Bachelor of Applied Technology have to have industry
experience, with most staff members having at least five years industry work experience. All
full time staff involved in the delivery of the degree are qualified in a particular science or
engineering discipline, and are active researchers in their chosen disciplines. Through the
appointment of lecturers, who hold full-time research and development positions in industry
are employed on a part time basis to ensure that the academic program has current up-to-
date knowledge and skills from an industry perspective as shown in Figure 2.

DISCUSSION

We propose here that this model offers several advantages over traditional engineering
programs. First, part-time staff members from industry bring up-to-date knowledge and
skills from industry. Second, full-time academic staff have enhanced credibility with
industry through stronger relationship with industry practitioners, which serves to
strengthen research links. Third, staff get to know their students better, and are able to better
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Full-time Lecturer
with Academic
bachground

Unitec Industry

N ¢/

Part-time
Lecturer with
Full-time
position in
Industry

FIGURE 2

Staffing flow between School and industry for Unitec engineering students in the industry-oriented
education programs

match suitable students with employers” requirements. As an example, a course in applied
micro-controller engineering, a 24-credit NZQA level 6 paper within the Bachelor of Applied
Technology, is delivered by a part-time lecturer from industry, together with a full-time
tutorial assistant. The course coordinator has the responsibility of developing the teaching
plan, pre- and post-moderation of assessment.

In this model, full-time academic staff are in charge of maintaining academic standards,
while part-time staff from industry help by bringing in up-to-date knowledge from industry:
the most important feature of this industry-orientated education approach. Additionally,
academic staff are encouraged to work with industry on relevant, topical research. For
example, when some students were sent to industry for project design, lecturers worked as
the direct supervisor on the projects, and acted as a member of the project team. Given that
the final grades for these student projects are decided by these lecturers, it is important that
they are involved deeply in the research project.

IMPLICATIONS AND ISSUES

This model of delivery of the Bachelor degree in Applied Technology (Electrotechnology) at
Unitec has unique advantages for all, being a tripartite agreement for students, staff and
industry pre- and post-co-op. In New Zealand polytechnics, research by academic staff is a
continuing issue, especially in the light of research assessment exercises such as the
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performance-based research fund (PBRF). Therefore, industry-orientated research provides a
useful way for staff who often do have not a PhD, of engaging in research.
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Addressing the weak link: enhancing the support for the
sponsors of student placements in cooperative education

Keryn MCDERMOTT
School of Social Sciences, AUT University

INTRODUCTION

This paper presents the preliminary findings of an original and unpublished
research project. The first phase of the project surveyed the sponsors of work-based
learning regarding their experiences of the cooperative education process. It also
sought their input regarding satisfaction levels with AUTs support of their role. The
findings of this stage of the research were reported at the NZACE Conference in
2006. Phase two involves interviews with sponsors interested in continuing to offer
student placements. These discussions will inform the enhancement of the School’s
support systems for sponsors, including the development of training materials.

BACKGROUND

Cooperative education is undertaken by students majoring in social sciences or
psychology in the final year of their studies at the School of Social Sciences in the
Faculty of Applied Humanities, AUT University. The key outcome of the paper is
to integrate the contents of students’ degrees with learning through productive
learning experiences in a field related to their academic, personal and career goals.
This involves placing approximately 60 students annually in a diverse range of
workplaces.

JUSTIFICATION

As identified in the project’s title, the central objective of the original research was to
address what was perceived to be the weak link in the School of Social Sciences’
cooperative education ‘triangle’. Historically, no records had been kept regarding
the organizations that had participated in the cooperative education (co-op) process
so new sponsors had to be identified each year. In addition, it has always been the
student who has worked on the essential relationship with sponsors in the
workplace. Whilst the university-based academic supervisors offered advice and
monitored the progress of their students, generally there was no direct contact
between them or the co-op coordinator and the sponsors of the work-based
learning. The findings of Phase One of the project confirmed that sponsors were
challenged by this lonely and demanding role, and there was a strong indication
that improvement was necessary in the School’s support and communication.

Another goal was to build a pool of experienced and enthusiastic sponsors. The
initial study enabled on-going contact with the participants and most confirmed
their interest in continuing to contribute to the research as well as sponsoring social
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sciences/psychology students in the future. In this manner, relationship building
has begun and more permanent sources of work-based learning opportunities are
being established. It was also hoped that the research would generate a more
substantial acknowledgement from the School regarding the vital contribution of co-
op sponsors to the enhancement of students’ readiness for employment. The final
objective was to involve experienced sponsors in the design of a preparatory
training package for new comers to the role.

METHODOLOGY

A qualitative approach to data collection was chosen for the second phase of data
collection to add breadth and depth to the information gathered in the previous
survey. Prospective participants were sent an overview of the next phase of the
research project and asked to return a reply form confirming their willingness to
contribute. Telephone contact was made subsequently to establish the preferred
timing and location of the interviews. To date, 12 face-to-face interviews have been
conducted. They were approximately an hour in duration and, with two exceptions,
occurred at the workplace of the interviewee. The discussions were based on a
semi-structured interview schedule but some of the questions were open-ended to
allow the exploration of additional and useful information (see Appendix).

The interviews were audio-taped and brief summaries of each were written to
provide a context for the subsequent transcription. These summaries provide the
information base for this preliminary discussion of the research findings which will
inform the development of a draft action plan. On receipt of the full transcriptions,
analysis of the data will involve the identification of themes which will be examined
and provide the basis for a staged plan regarding the development of a training
package and relationship strengthening strategies. Participants will receive a
summary of the findings and have the opportunity to request a copy of the draft
report. They will also be advised regarding access to an electronic copy of the final
report.

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS

Sponsors from a wide range of agencies were interviewed. Some were from
community-based organizations, two were from AUT University, and other
sponsors came from businesses and government agencies. All had supervised
student placements in 2005 and/or 2006.

The interview consisted of 14 questions. Information was gathered regarding the
sponsor’s organization, their role, length of service and the number of co-op
students hosted in the past. The subsequent questions were designed to explore
aspects of hosting student placements. These were: the characteristics of an effective
sponsor, reasons for offering student placements from the perspectives of the
sponsor and the organization, the challenges and rewards of sponsorship, the
adequacy of students’ preparedness on arrival to the workplace, how to enhance
lines of communication with the School and the contents and preferred delivery of a
training package. There were similar numbers of male and female sponsors. All
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held senior positions in their organizations. Their roles were cross-cultural services
manager, psychologist/research coordinator, equity policy advisor, talent-sourcer,
private training establishment director, language school internship manager,
childcare manager, broadcasting manager, social researcher, community project
manager, peace studies coordinator and training officer for a rehabilitation
program.

In terms of being an effective supervisor, desirable characteristics were identified as
being a good listener, having patience and good time management. Good sponsors
would be enthusiastic about the role, empathetic, available for regular meetings and
creative in terms of ensuring that set tasks were significant and relevant to the
student’s achievement of their learning aims. Patterson (1997) concurs but adds
technical expertise and being supportive of the student’s integration in the
organization. From the perspective of the organization, there are several reasons to
support the sponsorship of an under-graduate social sciences or psychology
student. They could offer creative thinking and fresh ideas. They could utilize their
good research and information technology skills. The process enables future
recruitment of promising graduates with relevant workplace experience. The
involvement of students presents an innovative approach to meeting the staffing
needs of the organization and also adds diversity. The arrangement is also cost
effective as work completed by the vast majority of students was unpaid.

Most of the sponsors were happy and the co-op experience was seen as substantial
and beneficial for all three partners (i.e., the host organization, the student and the
university) and many felt that they too would have benefited from such a learning
opportunity. Additional benefits were the possibility of forging connections with a
tertiary education provider and the community. The question regarding the
challenging aspects of sponsorship revealed some shortcomings which reflect the
deleterious impact of the relative absence of monitoring processes and channels of
communication with the School. For example, one student who was described as
lacking motivation and initiative failed to complete the required 150 hours in the
workplace. It was also reported that two students failed to produce the
documentation related to their projects.

Another negative factor was the demands of students” multiple commitments such
as work, study and assessments which impacted on their availability. Some
sponsors commented that students should honor the time and resources made
available to them by the employer and ensure that ample notification of absences is
given. One sponsor explained the complexity of undertaking a research project in a
medical context as an ethical commitment is required of students in terms of
ensuring privacy and following protocols.

There was general agreement that the role of the sponsor is a time consuming task
which is additional to their workload without any time allowance or resources.
However, on balance, the co-op experience was perceived as worthwhile. Students
were seen to grow in confidence, learn to fit into a professional workplace, confirm
the applicability and value of their skills and knowledge and generally make
considerable progress in their academic, professional and personal development.
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The sponsors who attended their student’s oral presentation which analyzed their
work experience, were impressed by their composure as well as the depth of
reflection and analysis of their work-based learning. In terms of the students’
preparedness when meeting their prospective sponsor for the first time, sponsors
asked that the students should be well informed about the organization in order to
focus the potential learning opportunities. This is endorsed by Bartkus and Stull
(2001) who identify this competency as being most crucial to the success of the co-op
experience. They comment that a good match of student and placement is more
likely to be achieved in this manner. Students should be clear as well as realistic
about their goals and what they hope to achieve. It would be helpful if they had
thought through what they had to offer the organization in terms of potential
projects and how the placement would benefit both parties.

Some sponsors felt the learning aims in the learning contract were too abstract and
that they would be better expressed as do-able tasks. The suggestion was made that
the contract should be expressed in layman’s terms and be adaptable to a variety of
workplaces. It would also help if the suitability of the student for the placement had
been given previous consideration in terms of their study background and
personality. The sponsors were unanimous in their requests for enhanced
communication with the School. T his is also prioritized in the study by Chapman et
al. (1999) which explored satisfaction level with a university’s co-op service quality.
Most sponsors felt that contact with their student’s academic supervisor during the
negotiation of the learning contract would be very helpful. Others recommended
that sponsors be notified of the placement start dates and the interests of the
students.

In addition to the sponsors evaluation of student performance (which the student
appends to their ‘reflective portfolio” assessment), it was suggested that it would be
useful to create a simple form, possibly on-line, which would provide summative
feedback regarding the student’s performance, reliability and fulfillment of the
required hours. There was one comment that feedback from students regarding the
contribution of their sponsors would also be informative. T his could include
whether the student’s needs were met, the work was challenging and how well
supported they felt.  There was also a general feeling that letters of
acknowledgement should be sent to sponsors at the conclusion of the placements.
There were numerous, constructive suggestions regarding the content of the
training package for new sponsors. Most felt that a one-page student profile
detailing the student’s knowledge, skills and preferred career path would be more
helpful than the generic and lengthy CV as the basis for initial discussions. A
template for completion by the student regarding the dos and don’ts in the
workplace was also felt to be useful. Others asked for a ‘frequently asked questions’
component as well as a diagram of the placement process giving key events for the
sponsors, students and the School. An account of how students have benefited from
their placements was also perceived as helpful. Regarding the preferred delivery of
the training, most felt that face-to-face would be best though availability and
workload issues may interfere. Some felt that a CD-ROM would be convenient
whilst others lacked the necessary technology. There was general approval for the
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creation of a co-op website to encourage the participation of new sponsors,
showcase previous co-op experiences and successes as well as provide a conduit for
communication with the School.

CONCLUSION

Following the advice of Hurd and Hendy (1997), I have attempted here to discover
more about the actuality of employers’ co-op experiences. Undertaking the research
has progressed the development of strong and mutually supportive relationships
with sponsors as well as confirming the continuity of their involvement in the
program (Lazarus & Oloroso, 2004). Much valuable information has been gathered
about the strengths and weaknesses of the co-op experience from the perspectives of
sponsors and students. This will guide refinements of the paper and associated
resources and inform the establishment of more robust channels of communication
and a training package.

Evans (2001) confirms that the quality of students’ co-op experience reflects the
interest and commitment of the sponsor. This study has confirmed the high level of
enthusiasm and willingness of sponsors to maintain their level of involvement in
and support for student placements. The link between the School of Social Sciences
and co-op sponsors is now less frail than in the past, and hopefully the next stage of
this study will further enhance the quality of the relationship and the co-op
experience for all involved.
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APPENDIX
Interview Schedule

Please describe the organization you work for

What is your role within the organization?

How long have you worked here?

How many times have you sponsored a co-op student?

Why has the responsibility of a student been allocated to you?

Please explain the reasons for choosing to sponsor from your point of view
What aspects of the sponsorship role have been the most challenging and
rewarding?

What are the characteristics of an effective sponsor?

How could AUTs students be better prepared for their placements?

What would improve the quality and level of communication between
sponsors and AUT during the placement?

Which of the following modes of delivery for an orientation for sponsors
would you prefer: DVD, CD-ROM, face-to-face as part of a group?

What should the orientation program include in terms of information and
materials?

Would a co-op website designed to assist sponsors be helpful and if so,
what should it include?

Do you have any further advice regarding enhancing the co-op process
and/or the sponsor’s relationship with AUT?
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Faculty views on the influence of work placements on
students” ability to do science graduate studies

Karsten E. ZEGWAARD, Susan MCCURDY, Levinia PAKU
School of Science and Engineering, University of Waikato

BACKGROUND
Faculty Perspectives of Co-op

A cornerstone of cooperative education is the triangular link between the three stakeholders;
students, industry and educational institutions. Much research has been carried out on the
benefits (perceived or real) for each of the stakeholder groups (see, e.g., Braunstein & Loken,
2004; Dressler & Keeling, 2004; Weisz & Chapman, 2004). Some authors have tried to include
perceptions of academic faculty within the research scope (e.g., Burchell, Hodges &
Rainsbury, 2001; Coll & Zegwaard, 2006; Harris, 1984; Pratt, 1974; Zegwaard & Hodges, 2003),
however, most research has focused on benefits to educational institutions in general, rather
than perceptions of individual faculty members.

Faculty perceptions of cooperative education can have an important influence on the
functionality of the program. There have been reports by co-op practitioners indicating that
faculty perceptions of cooperative education have not always been supportive and can even
be antagonist (Heinemann, 1988; Sovilla & Varty, 2004; Van Gyn, Cutt, Loken & Ricks, 1997).

Sector Needs for Science and Engineering Graduates

For the last several y