Proceedings of Informing Science & IT Education Conference (InSITE) 2010

A Project to Improve the Employability Skills
of Postgraduate ICT Students
through Workplace Cultural Awareness

Dale Mackrell
Griffith University, Brisbane, Qld, Australia

d.mackrell@griffith.edu.au

Abstract

In this working paper, the author proposes that the employability of domestic and international
postgraduate information and communication technology (ICT) students can be enhanced through
a project in which workplace organizational and cross-cultural awareness is embedded. The
genesis of the paper, which focuses on a review of the literature, is a learning and teaching grant
application, the overriding aims of which are to address at assessment level the strategic priority
areas for an Australian university. The proposed project consists of an assessment requiring the
formation of small intercultural student teams as described in this paper. While the assessment is
designed for a subject in a coursework Masters in the information systems (IS) field of the uni-
versity business school, the model if successfully deployed, may be transferable to other tertiary
subjects and programs. Outcomes of the project are expected to include: 1) enduring relation-
ships with industry; 2) work-ready graduates with a more professional attitude to employment, a
respect for cultural and linguistic diversity, and an appreciation for life-long learning; and 3) the
dissemination of findings in research publications.

Keywords: Assessment, organizational culture, domestic students, international students, post-
graduate, work-integrated learning, information and communication technology.

Introduction

The project is based on the research question, “How can the learning experiences of domestic and
international students be improved so that they are better prepared for the global workplace?”.
The project aims to address the strategic priority areas for Griffith University, situated in Bris-
bane Queensland. In particular, the strategic objectives are to improve “the attractiveness of post-
graduate programs” while embedding “career information in program structures” with the aim of
developing “internationally recognised professionals, capable of engaging in professional practice
in a variety of contexts both within and beyond their country of origin or domicile” (Griffith Uni-
versity, 2007a, p.3; 2007b, p.2). Likewise, the project is driven by the recent Bradley Review
which identified that Australia’s higher
education system needs the capacity to
“provide students with a stimulating and
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Education services are Australia’s third-largest export industry (Bradley et al., 2008) while in-
formation and communication technology (ICT) is a major driver of Australia’s economic growth
and productivity (DCITA, 2006). The term, information and communication technology (ICT) in
this paper refers to both information systems (IS) and information technology (IT).

Internationalization is defined as “the process of integrating an international, intercultural or
global dimension into the purpose, functions, or delivery of post secondary education” (Griffith
University, 2007b, p.1). The Internationalization Strategy at Griffith University provides a
framework for teaching, learning, and research in a determination to strengthen the University’s
international standing and reputation. At Griffith University, this strategic objective is well un-
derway with nearly 25% of the student body from overseas and 40% of the academic staff born
overseas (Griffith University, 2007b). While the numbers vary each year, the majority of over-
seas students studying in Australia are from Asia-Pacific countries such as China, Hong Kong,
Taiwan, Korea, Japan, Singapore, and the Philippines, Middle Eastern countries such as Saudi
Arabia and Oman, and most numerously India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. There are a lesser num-
ber of students from Scandinavian nations and South America. The majority of international stu-
dents are enrolled in ICT and accounting subjects (International Students Studying in Australia,
n.d.).

An operational response to the above strategies is a proposed research project at subject assess-
ment level in which is embedded the tools for students to directly access career information from
industry. For the assessment, postgraduate students, in small intercultural teams, will be required
to interview Australian business employers from ICT-intensive organizations regarding their ex-
pectations of graduates and to report their findings in group presentations and written reports.
The aim is that postgraduate students enrolled in the Master of Information Systems (IS) by
coursework can be better prepared for the workplace by developing both context-specific disci-
plinary knowledge (frequently referred to as ‘hard’ or technical skills) and broader generic attrib-
utes (frequently referred to as ‘soft’ or non-technical skills). It is generally agreed that a combi-
nation of ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ skills is needed. This was acknowledged by Senator Coonan when
launching a program to promote the international competiveness of the Australian ICT profes-
sional (DCITA, 2006, p.51).

The hallmarks of the ICT professional will soon include creative, interpersonal and pro-
Jject management skills, as well as expertise in specific areas such as health, and educa-
tion, and the ability to effectively mesh hard and soft skills.

The subject content will be designed to prepare students for the assessment task. Students will
learn key generic graduate skills, engage with their specific disciplinary learning integrated
within an intercultural and organizational perspective, and be encouraged to reflect critically on
their goals. This project represents a link between the theory learnt at university and the practical
context of industry, and may have transferability to related subjects and programs across the uni-
versity.

The structure of this paper is as follows. Firstly, a review of the relevant literature is presented
providing various pedagogical views on issues such as requisite graduate skills, the emerging
prominence of globalization and cultural awareness in education, employability criteria, and
work-integrated learning, particularly within the ICT context. Then, the design of the proposed
assessment using curricula discourse is described and justified. Next, the outcomes and deliver-
ables of the project are given. Finally, the distinctiveness of the project as well as its contribu-
tions to literature and practice are explained.
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Review of the Literature

The project has the potential to revive flagging local interest in ICT studies. Reviews of literature
from government, industry, and academic sources identify that the nature of ICT employment in
Australia is changing and that the ICT industry currently suffers from spiralling low numbers of
suitably skilled employees (DCITA, 2006; Foreshew, 2007; Mackrell, 2009). Increasing ICT
skills shortages in Australia has led to the immigration of overseas workers with the relevant skill
sets to augment the supply. This trend is expected to intensify if Australia continues to espouse
the fast-growth strategy where skilled immigrants replace retiring ‘boomers’ to meet labour mar-
ket demands, as projected by Australian demographer Salt (2009, pp. 29-30). As well, the off-
shoring and outsourcing of ICT work to other countries has exacerbated the problem for Austra-
lian domestic students who perceive poor recruitment opportunities and ill-defined career paths,
thus leading to a continuing decline in ICT enrolments. All the same, Australian universities are
encouraging students, both domestic and international, to enrol in postgraduate ICT programs
such as the Masters of Information Systems (MIS), the Masters of Information Technology
(MIT), and the Masters of Business Administration (Information Systems) (MBA). As well,
many computing departments in Australian universities are undergoing diverse restructuring, re-
views, and accreditations in efforts to capture new market share and increase student numbers
(Tan and Venables, 2008).

Graduate Skills

The project is a direct response to the findings of a recent pilot study which found that students in
the MIS program of the Business School at Griffith University are appreciative of the flexible
learning environment which encourages independent learning but are keen to have contact with
Australian businesses in order to better comprehend Australian business culture (Author, 2009).
On the flip side, ICT university graduates everywhere reportedly lack requisite employment
knowledge and skills and are ill-equipped for the workforce (DCITA, 2006; Kim, Hsu and Stern,
2006).

Generic graduate skills for the Australian workplace have been identified and documented exten-
sively by Curtis and McKenzie (2001) in their report commissioned by the Australian Council for
Educational Research (ACER) while Griffith University (2009b) specifies graduate skills to be
effective oral and written communication, critical and creative thinking, problem solving, autono-
mous and collaborative work, socially responsible behaviour, competence in global contexts as
well as discipline knowledge and skills. The value of competence in global contexts was made
clear when the Chairman of the Australian Computer Society (Parakala, 2009, p.31) appealed for
technical professionals to “take a global perspective” when planning careers by “education and
training to develop an understanding of international trends”.

The findings of recent research reflect the business and technology pedagogical debate, em-
phazising the need for balancing a business perspective in ICT educational programs. In the
USA, studies have established requisite graduate knowledge and skills for employment in com-
puter-intensive industries (Aasheim, Li and Williams, 2009; Bullen, Abraham and Galup 2007)
with high premiums placed on the acquisition of high-order employability skills, including the
ability to self-manage careers. This quality is increasingly important in a changing world since
managing life-long learning is essential for adapting to shifting professional and social experi-
ences.

Standardised curricula have been developed for the education of students in the necessary skills
and knowledge for ICT careers. One of these curriculum models is the MSIS 2006 which was
developed by a joint task force of the Association for Information Systems (AIS) and the Asso-
ciation for Computing Machinery (ACM) to provide guidelines for graduate degree programs in
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IS (Gorgone, Gray, Stohr, Valacich and Wigand, 2006). The MSIS 2006 document refers to the
‘sliding window’ strategy which is the continuum of subjects ranging from foundational to ad-
vanced. The purpose of this ‘window’ is to accommodate and support the varied backgrounds of
the students and their career paths: consulting, data management, project management, software
development, to name but a few (Gorgone et al., 2006, pp. 9-12).

Interpreting the underlying trends in Gorgone et al. (2006) and taking into consideration the glob-
alization factor, Abraham, Beath, Bullen et al. (2006) found that the traditional programmer-
analyst-manager career path is no longer the norm in many organizations. It is being replaced
with the trainee-liaison-business analyst-project manager track underscoring client-facing and
managerial skills in addition to solid technical foundations. There is an increasing tendency in
organizations for technical capabilities to be externally sourced although they are still in demand
for entry-level hires. However experiential learning integrated in curricula is becoming crucial
(Bullen, Abraham and Gallup, 2007).

Cultural awareness

An appreciation of culture, both cross-cultural and organizational, has implications for graduates,
educators, and employers alike. Burke and Litwin (1992, p.526) define organizational culture as
“the collection of overt and covert rules, values, and principles that are enduring and guide organ-
izational behaviour”. Debuse and Lawley (2009) from the University of the Sunshine Coast in
Queensland found that Australian employers are seeking graduates with the ability to think criti-
cally and have acquired some industry experience. Concerns regarding insights into organiza-
tional culture are replicated in other disciplines beyond ICT. An Australian study in the field of
accounting by Kavanagh and Drennen (2008) of student and employer perceptions of requisite
graduate attributes found large disparities between the expectations of students, academics and
employers. An USA study in health by Van Ess Coeling (1990) called attention to the adjustment
of new nursing graduates to the workplace through the incorporation of organizational cultural
awareness into the curriculum.

The call for intercultural knowledge and skills training is well documented (Clark 2008). Cant
(2004) in the USA and Litchfield, Nettleton and Taylor (2008) in Australia assert that students
need both disciplinary knowledge and intercultural understandings in preparation for the “realities
of global commerce” (Cant 2004, p.180). The ExcelL program (Excellence in Cultural Experien-
tial Learning and Leadership) was co-developed by Professors Michelle Barker and Anita Mak
for fostering intercultural skills training for international students. It consists of six distinct stages
to progress participants from initial contact to being able to use the skills in crosscultural settings
(Woods and Barker, 2003). Barker (2006, pp.1-2), in describing the role of ExcelL, states that, in
Australia, overseas students encounter “language and cultural barriers in transferring their skills
to mainstream workplaces ... their lack of local work experience further confers a substantial dis-
advantage in job search ... and could hinder effective participation in groups at work or educa-
tional settings”. According to Barker, Troth and Mak (2002), ExcelL is ideal for initiating inter-
national students to the underlying values which influence behaviours in Australian society.

International studies advocate the attainment of ‘cultural intelligence’, considered an imperative
for fomenting cultural sensitivity skills, and enabling graduates to adapt rapidly to fresh cross-
cultural situations (Blasco, 2009). According to Blasco (2009, p.177), ‘cultural intelligence’
combines three main dimensions: 1) knowledge of culture and its affect on manifest behaviour; 2)
mindfulness or sensibility to cultural signals; and 3) behavioural skills from a combination of
knowledge and mindfulness.

People with cultural intelligence are supposed to look beyond the cultural stereotypes to “interact
effectively across cultures” (Thomas and Inkson, 2005 p.7), displaying respect and moral probity
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(Blasco, 2009). Biggs (2003) argues that cultural stereotypes are merely perceptions and that
educators need to be active in employing teaching strategies to overcome inherent difficulties in
culturally diverse classrooms while Walker and Jeurissen (2003) declare that the challenge for
educators is to prepare students for increasingly culturally diverse workplaces. This is supported
by Jones (2003) who claims that cultural awareness is most effectively learnt by students through
experiential exposure to cross-cultural situations. Yet, overall, university teaching emphazises
the theoretical dimensions of culture rather than the practical.

Employability

The concept of graduate ‘employability’ is complex. While the core notion is to obtain a job,
Harvey (2001) emphazises that employability is often construed as an institutional achievement
without taking into account the propensity of students to find employment and the efforts of em-
ployers to convert employability into employment. Cranmer (2006) puts forward the argument
that employability outcomes are confused and can overlook social structures of gender, race, and
class and their interactions with the labour market. Furthermore, operationalising employability
from a theoretical concept to a measurement depends on the definition of employability (Harvey,
2001 p.100). Cranmer (2006) states that despite the best intentions of academics, it is unrealistic
to expect universities to guarantee that students will possess both the necessary generic and disci-
plinary skills on graduation and that more positive employability outcomes are reported when
employers are involved in academic subjects. Nonetheless, as Litchfield et al. (2008) explains,
generic skills are often left to the universities to teach because employers find training new gradu-
ates in employability skills too difficult.

Universities are responding to growing challenges by re-evaluating graduate professional learning
objectives and outcomes with curriculum design and renewal (Litchfield et al., 2008). In efforts
to heed the call for improved student experiences and graduate employability, many subjects and
programs at Griffith University such as the undergraduate-level Professional Development (PD)
program have Work-integrated Learning (WIL) components embedded within them. WIL is the
term used to describe educational activities that integrate theoretical learning with its application
in the workplace. Studies have found that the integrated WIL model contributes substantially to
building and improving the professional identities of students and increases their awareness of the
skills needed to be a professional (Freudenberg, Brimble & Cameron, in press). WIL is known by
other terms. Brockbank and McGill (1998, p.217) refer to action learning which they describe as
a “group-based approach to learning”. Although the origins of WIL are not new, the experiential
approach to learning has only recently spread from vocational institutions to universities and
many studies endorse the value of team work (Brockbank and McGill, 1998, p.167). Learning
the rules or guidelines for coping with group dynamics in a safe university environment is valu-
able preparation for an increasing number of industry workplaces. All the factors affecting
graduate employability conflate in the proposed assessment item described in the next section.

Proposed Assessment Design

The curriculum response to the strategic priorities discussed is proposed in the form of a research
project where postgraduate students, in small intercultural teams, are required to engage with in-
dustry and then present their findings. The project is an assessment item in a subject such as In-
formation Systems Analysis within a Master of Information Systems (MIS) program and is worth
50% of the assessment marks of the subject. Information Systems Analysis is a semester-long
subject in which students are introduced to the tools, techniques, and methodologies required by
systems and business analysts. While the proposed assessment is neither subject- nor program-
specific, it was selected since it contains suitable topics such as requirements gathering, planning
and communication wherein students are taught theory associated with the collection and analysis
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of information from users (Sidorova, 2009). Critical graduate employability skills (both generic
and disciplinary) will be woven into the subject content and explicitly assessed (Cranmer 2006,
p.172).

Biggs (2003, p.141) emphazises the importance of constructive alignment, that is, there needs to
be alignment between assessment, curriculum, teaching methods and institutional aims. Princi-
pally, assessment tasks should comprise a genuine representation of subject objectives. Further-
more, Biggs (2003) claims that the existence of assessment motivates students to attend classes.

The proposed assessment item builds on existing projects at Griffith University such as WIL and
ExcelL. To differentiate, this assessment is a research project which incorporates the principles of
Excell and can be deemed preparation for the WIL experience or for genuine placement in the
workplace, irrespective of whether students choose to return to their home country or to seek em-
ployment in Australia. The assessment item is also expected to provide a relevant and practical
business context for the application of theory learnt in an academic setting and thus encourages
and reinforces student learning.

The project teaching team, consisting of the teaching staff, has assigned tasks through the semes-
ter. Refer to Table 1 for details. It is their responsibility to engage with industry early in the se-
mester and prepare the requirements of the assignment, as well as to evaluate the project success
and to disseminate the findings as conference and journal publications, and possible workshops.

Table 1: Proposed Semester Tasks for the Project Teaching Team

Recruit approximately 8 to 10 industry employers for an anticipated class of 25-30 students.
Establish frameworks for student mentoring and industry liaison. Prepare and submit project
ethics clearance to university for approval.

Conduct interviews with industry participants prior to student interviews to identify organiza-
tional context and employer expectations of graduates using indicators of key graduate attrib-
utes — industry interview #1.

Transcribe and analyze the interview data. Prospective software tools are SurveyMon-
key.com and Leximancer (www.leximancer.com) for text mining.

Prepare the questionnaire/survey sheet with both qualitative and quantitative aspects to be
used as an interview guide/framework by the students. Prepare the preliminary findings to be
used as reference points/marking criteria framework against which the students’ projects will
be assessed.

Design the subject content used to prepare students for the assessment tasks. Students to learn
key generic graduate skills, engage with their specific disciplinary learning integrated within an
intercultural perspective, and be encouraged to reflect critically on their goals. Teach generic
skills supported by Toolkits for Teaching Students Graduate Skills (Griffith University,
2009¢). See Cranmer (2006, p.172) re explicit embedding of employability skills in curricu-
lum.

Mark the assessment item which has a value of 50% of the subject marks against developed
marking criteria framework. See Cranmer (2006, p.172) and Harvey (2001, p.100) re explicit
assessing of students’ employability abilities. Provide feedback to students on results.
Prepare evaluations. Students to assess subject content and delivery. Industry stakeholders to
assess student and project teaching team performances — industry interview #2. Analyze data.
Disseminate the findings as conference and journal publications, and possibly workshops.

Students in small teams are required to directly engage with industry using an interview script
prepared by the project teaching team. The assessment tasks of the student teams and the ex-
pected outcomes are listed in more detail in Table 2.
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Table 2: Proposed Assessment Tasks for Student Teams

Student Team Tasks

Tasks Outcomes

Form groups of 3 to 4 students generally of a
cross-cultural nature with assistance from
teaching staff on request.

This task introduces students to cultural and
language diversity.

Interview industry contacts using the ques-
tionnaire/survey sheet developed as an inter-
view framework by the project teaching team
to explore organizational culture and employ-
ers expectations of graduates — industry inter-
view #3.

This task requires a range of student graduate
skills such as effective work collaboration
and competence in a culturally and linguisti-
cally diverse environment. As well, students
have contact with Australian business cul-
tures.

Transcribe and analyze the data gathered in
the interviews.

This task requires a range of student graduate
skills such as the ability to problem solve and
think analytically.

Report the research findings in a written report
with a reflective log component as well as a
group presentation to which industry contacts
would be invited.

This task requires a range of student graduate
skills such the ability to think critically and
creatively along with effective oral and writ-
ten communication and academic integrity.

Provide feedback on subject content and de-

See Harvey and Knight (1996, p.80) re the

livery.

validity and reliability of teaching evaluations
by students.

The estimated timeline for developing and implementing the activities of the project by the pro-
ject teaching team and student teams is set out in Table 3.

Table 3: Estimated Timeline of Tasks by Project Teaching Team

Timeline

Tasks

October-December
2010

Recruit employers as study participants

Recruit research assistant for data analysis

Prepare and submit project ethics clearance to university
Write subject outline to include assessment item

January-February 2011

Commence employer interviews — industry interviews #1
Analyze data and create interview framework for students

March 2011

Commence semester teaching
Form student teams

April-May 2011

(Students to interview using prepared interview script, analyze data,
present and report findings — industry interviews #3)

Carry out range of student evaluations of project

End semester teaching

June 2011

Finalise assessment marks

July-August 2011

Re-interview employers including evaluations — industry interviews
#2
Analyze data

September-December
2011

Write papers and disseminate findings
Modify subject for following semester/year based on evaluations
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Evidence of the successful impact of the assessment are expected to be: 1) requests by educators
to deploy the project concept to other subjects and programs; 2) willingness by business employ-
ers to participate in subsequent subjects; and 3) constructive evaluations by both students and
business contacts. The strategies for evaluating the project would incorporate assessing formally
and informally by students (for example, student reflective logs as a component of the research
report would be submitted and analyzed) and employers (for example, industry stakeholder ap-
praisals would be gathered either face-to-face or electronically by the project teaching team fol-
lowing student interviews) as qualitative and quantitative data.

Expected Outcomes and Deliverables

The proposed subject assessment item is an operational response to strategic aims. The proposed
project has the capacity to improve the learning experiences of domestic and international post-
graduate students, particularly in the ICT field, and has the potential to boost the key employabil-
ity skills of graduates. This approach to learning is student-centred allowing students to explore,
problem-solve, and reflect in small cross-cultural teams.

Two main outcomes of the project are expected from the project: 1) motivated graduates who are
well prepared for the workforce and/or WIL with competence in intercultural and self-
management skills, and realistic perceptions of employer expectations; and 2), establishment of a
bank of enthused employers willing to participate in the project in the future through the estab-
lishment of dialogue between educators and industry.

Several deliverables are expected from the project: 1) subject content for student acquisition of
generic graduate skills as well as more specific business and technical disciplinary knowledge,
shaped for culturally and linguistically diverse students by drawing on ExcelL and WIL princi-
ples; 2) subject content to assist students to undertake research by conducting a basic literature
review, interviewing employers, transcribing and analysing data, and presenting the findings; 3)
detailed requirements for the assessment as a research project will be developed; and 4) frame-
works will be established for student mentoring, industry liaison, interviewing and marking. The
relationship management role concerning students and employers is expected to be performed by
the project teaching team members. Lastly, the writing up and submission of findings in confer-
ence papers and journal articles will be carried out by the project teaching team members.

Conclusion

The proposed assessment will introduce postgraduate students to Australian businesses and to the
expectations of employers with the aim of enhancing career prospects by direct experiential expo-
sure to cross-cultural and workplace situations. In this section, issues such as the innovativeness
of the project and its conjectured transferability to other subjects and programs are discussed.

WIL and Excell activities are well entrenched in various disciplines at Griffith University. Yet,
this project is innovative and distinctive because:

1. Many WIL activities target undergraduate students. Lees (2002, p.7) states, “postgradu-
ates are rarely mentioned in the literature concerning the development of employability
skills and abilities”. This project is aimed at domestic and particularly international post-
graduate students who would benefit from contact with Australian businesses and their
unique organizational culture. Domestic postgraduate students who are presently in em-
ployment would benefit from the cultural and linguistic diversity aspects of the project.

2. WIL activities are generally for individual students (Freudenberg et al., in press). This
assessment item requires team work.
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3. This project would encourage participation by international students in social settings by
adopting some suitable stages from the ExcelL program. Walker and Jeurissen (2003)
found on-line communication tools facilitated the sharing of knowledge and increased in-
teraction amongst students, in that this particular means of communication empowers
more reticient students, especially the Asian participants, to express their views. Hence,
it is proposed that subjects should incorporate on-line discussions forums or wikis ena-
bling the students to work in virtual teams, possibly with a graded component to encour-
age and ensure participation.

4. The proposed assessment item is not costly in human resource terms. Once the frame-
works and subject content are in place, subject convenors or their appointees can facili-
tate. Brockbank and McGill (1998, p.166) encourage the facilitation stance to teaching
since it leads to “reflective and critical learning in students” as distinct from the more di-
dactic approach inherent in traditional lecturing.

5. As apparent from the literature review, there is a plethora of studies where research is
conducted by educators who contact industry participants. In this project, the students are
required to talk with potential employers.

6. Consequently, the proposed assessment item can be considered as preparation for WIL
activities or genuine employment.

At Griftith University, the Academic Plan 3: Learning for Success (2007a) specifies that 70% of
Griffith programs must have an identifiable WIL component by 2010. While the assessment does
not replace industry placement, it does provide a specific vocational experience to prepare the
student for the WIL experience. With the frameworks in place, the assessment can be managed
by the subject convenor or substitute. As already stated, the proposed assessment model, can po-
tentially be re-deployed beyond the Masters of Information Systems (MIS) program to various
programs such as Masters of Information Technology (MIT) and Masters of Business Admini-
stration (MBA).

This paper outlines the proposal for the assessment project. The next step is to carry out the pro-
posal by conducting the project, evaluating its success, and writing up the findings. The project
research is expected to contribute meaningfully to the body of literature which explores learning
and teaching in higher education settings. At a practical level, this project is expected to contrib-
ute usefully to the workplace preparation of postgraduate students, increasing their cognitive en-
gagement with the theory learnt at university.
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