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Small, Venkatesh and  Marsden (1998) suggest that experiential learning programs sensitive to the motivational needs of student learning and designed to serve the community via student involvement in team projects can be of great benefit to undergraduate students as they provide opportunities for personal growth through sharing, cooperation and action, for the development of an awareness of business and community service values, and for reflection.  

The year 2000 saw the staging of the Olympic Games in Sydney.  A major factor in the success of this event was the contribution of around 40000 volunteers including Technical Specialist Volunteers (TSVs).  Information Technology (IT) TSVs were recruited from industry and tertiary institutions.  Volunteers were given a general orientation to their volunteer workplace as well as specific role training. Some volunteers worked for only twelve days, others worked for twelve or more weeks.  

In progress is a study of the effects of the IT TSV experience on IT undergraduate students' learning and professional development.  The study aims to investigate the nature of this specialist, experiential learning and students' perceptions of immediate, short term and long term benefits from their experience relative to their coursework and professional development.  This paper presents the current findings of this study.

Introduction

The year 2000 saw the staging of the Olympic Games in Sydney.  A major factor in the success of this major event was the contribution of around 40000 volunteers including Technical Specialist Volunteers (TSVs). The Sydney Organising Committee for the Olympic Games (SOCOG) recruited Information Technology (IT) TSVs from industry and tertiary institutions to assist with the development and support of computer systems and their users before and during the Olympic Games. SOCOG encouraged tertiary education institutions to support the Technical Specialist Volunteer Program by setting up programs which would enable student volunteers to benefit academically from their role as TSVs.  

Approximately thirty Information Systems (IS) students from the Bachelor of Information Systems and the Bachelor of Business (IS major) programs at the Mackillop campus of Australian Catholic University (ACU) participated in the Olympic Games as TSVs.  Many of these students benefited academically from the resulting experience by using it to satisfy the Industry Placement requirements which form part of their degree programs.  

Many undergraduate programs in tertiary institutions incorporate experiential learning programs such as industry experience components. Katula and Threnhauser (1999) comment that not all such components are valuable experiences for the students. Student complaints refer to their placement in clerical positions, being poorly supported by either the employer or the educational institution.  Employers providing the position express concern about the students' lack of work skills and motivation. The TSV experience offered by SOCOG provided students with an opportunity for students to do a 'real job' during their industry experience - a job for which they had to apply, be interviewed and be assessed as suitable in order to be selected. Training was provided and students worked in teams under a leader.  Thus, the TSV experience provided the researchers with an opportunity to investigate student perceptions of their participation in a highly structured program where the students' work was of importance to the success of the event.

The investigation was conducted by: 

· surveying former TSVs immediately after the Olympic Games in October/November 2000 and in March-April, 2001;  

· in November 2000, reviewing student presentations about their experience; 

· analysing students' Industry Placement reports about their experience.

This paper presents the results of the responses to the first survey (October/November 2000) and raises a number of questions for further research.

The Questionnaire

Thirteen students completed and returned the questionnaire. Students were asked about their experience as a TSV including the type of work they did, why they chose to be a TSV, how they perceived their development as an IT professional being advanced by their TSV experience development, what benefits they saw as a result of their TSV experience and the best and worst aspects/outcomes of the TSV experience.  Students were asked to rank the impact of the TSV experience upon the development of their "soft skills" - communication skills, teamwork and negotiation skills, organisational and problem solving skills. In addition students were asked about the relationship of their TSV experience to their coursework and about the value and importance of their work to their employer.

The Results

Student Roles in the TSV Program

Student TSVs who participated in the study worked for between 9 and 60 days. All volunteers were given a general orientation to their volunteer workplace as well as specific role training. Student TSVs worked in Help Desk, Hardware and Network Support and Process Testing roles.  After receiving a general orientation to the Olympic Games workplace, students trained for the specific role to which they had been allocated.  Those students who volunteered for longer periods of time received training for more than one role.  

Reasons for Being a TSV

Students volunteered to be TSVs because they wanted to be part of Sydney's Olympic Games.  By being a TSV students saw themselves as not only as participants in a once in a lifetime opportunity but also as supporters of, and contributors to, Australia and the Olympic movement.  The majority, however, had additional reasons for their participation including a desire to obtain course credit, industry experience, valuable skills, a reference and a chance to have a close encounter with the IT industry.

Perceived Immediate Benefits

The students' responses indicated a variety of perceived immediate benefits.  Students indicated that they had benefited from the experience as a result of: 

· feeling proud about their volunteer contribution to a successful world-wide event;

· the practical completion of university assessment tasks;

· the links they were able to make between their experience and course content;

· the IT experience they had gained;

· a better understanding of the IT workplace;

· new friendships and professional contacts;

· an increased confidence in their IT ability; and 

· improved communication skills.

Desired Short Term Benefits

Most students looked forward to the short term benefits such as: 

· claiming credit towards their university course;

· being able to make further linkages between their experience and their course;

· being able to gain employment as a result of their experience.

Desired Long Term Benefits

Students hoped to gain long term benefits such as 

· recognition of their involvement in the Olympic Games;

· development of a better understanding of the IT workplace;

· improved employment opportunities.

Best Aspects of the TSV Experience

Whilst students judged learning new technical skills amongst the best aspect of the TSV experience, they also valued:

· meeting people with whom they could share a "once-in-a-lifetime" experience;

· meeting people with many years of experience in IT and listening to their stories;

· the opportunity to develop "soft skills" such as teamwork, an appreciation of being part of a large project, and communication skills; 

· gaining experience and background knowledge of the IT industry;

· university/coursework linkages.

Worst Aspects of the TSV Experience

Students also described aspects of the experience that they perceived to be negative.  These included:

· boredom; 

· the nature of the work; 

· the limited timespan of the experience;

· working conditions which included seeing others paid well for working in the same manner as volunteers; and 

· "not being able to watch the games during your shift!".

Perceptions of Development as an IT Professional

Students viewed their TSV work as giving them the opportunity to learn about IT, to learn about the IT workplace, to apply their existing knowledge and to gain experience and improved employment prospects.

Career and Course Related Skills

Students were asked to comment upon the effect of their experience upon their spoken and written communication skills, their negotiation and teamwork skills, their personal organisation, their problem solving skills and thinking/decision making skills, their ability to cooperate with others, their resourcefulness, versatility, preparedness to take on a challenge, their knowledge of the IT workplace and any links they saw between their experience and their university course.  Students also ranked their perception of the value of their work to their employer.

Overall, students saw the experience as promoting their professional development in a significant manner. Students perceived considerable improvement in their ability to communicate verbally and a significant improvement in their ability to negotiate with co-workers and with supervisors.  Written communication skills were not perceived to have benefited from the experience although students did identify an improvement in their knowledge of the IT workplace and were better able to make links between their experience and their coursework.  They regarded their activities as being of importance and value to their employer whether they were working on help desk/user support, hardware/network support, or systems analysis. 

Students perceived the experience to have had a significant impact upon their thinking/decision-making skills and their problem solving skills. They also identified their personal organisation, resourcefulness and versatility to have improved. Students regarded the greatest impact of the experience to be upon their ability to cooperate with others and their teamwork skills. 

Further Comments

Students chose to make a variety of other comments about their experience as TSVs. A few of these comments are listed below. Some capture the spirit of the event but others provide an insight into the impact a positive industry experience can have upon an undergraduate student's learning and professional development as well as an expression of concern for industry experience programs currently offered to students.

The TSV was a great, joyful experience that I will never forget.  Knowing that I was part of Olympic Games that was the best one so far and was a huge success, makes me feel so proud.

The very first days we volunteers were needed, however towards the end everything ran very smoothly so we didn't have much to do.

During TSV1 (the first six week block), which was ITT testing, I was a programmer.  And I just realised that if we develop a program, we have to make it function by function.  And after the program has finished we put it back together and test the program.  And this is the thing that never came up in my mind that the cooperation between my colleagues is much appreciated.  So, this is what teamwork and team effort or team spirit in the workplace is.  

Industry experience is a very important part of the university course and everyone should do it.  The problem with Industry Experience is that it can be inconsistent, some people may get good employers to work with while others will get employers who don't care and can be relegated to performing mundane tasks such as data entry.  The whole process needs to be policed more and a guarantee to the student should be made that they will come away with learning something about the industry.

Discussion And Conclusion

This pilot study examined students' perceptions of their work as Technical Specialist Volunteers during Sydney's Olympic Games in 2000.  This experience provided IT undergraduate students with the opportunity to do work of value to their employer, to be part of a world wide community event and to be given course credit for their volunteer work. Katula and Threnhauser (1999) describe experiential education programs in higher education "such as cooperative education, internships, study abroad, and service-learning" as attempts to "bring the concrete experience into the learning model, providing students with a way to apply classroom concepts and complete the learning process." Small, Venkatesh and Marsden (1998) suggest that experiential learning programs sensitive to the motivational needs of student learning and designed to serve the community via student involvement in team projects can be of great benefit to undergraduate students as they provide opportunities for personal growth through sharing, cooperation and action, for the development of an awareness of business and community service values, and for reflection. 

After reviewing a number of experiential learning programs provided by American colleges and universities, Katula and Threnhauser (1999) conclude that the provision of experiential programs by tertiary institutions is "still inchoate" and that research is needed "into just what it is that students learn from college or university structure programs, and just how it might be that such programs can be strengthened and made into legitimate learning experiences." 

The results of this section of the pilot study of the effects of the TSV experience on IT undergraduate students' learning and professional development suggest that in the short term students saw themselves as having benefited in a variety of ways from their TSV experience.  Students saw themselves as having gained a better understanding of the IT industry and what was required of an IT professional in terms of both technical and soft skills.  They were also more able to make links between their experience and their coursework. 

There is, however, much research to be done into the role of experiential learning in the professional development of IT undergraduates if universities are to provide effective programs for their students. This pilot study raises a number of questions which require further investigation:

· What models of industry experience are currently used by Australian tertiary institutions for IT undergraduates?

· What are the effects of the provision of workplace experience opportunities for IT undergraduates on the provider, on the student, on the university/program/course, the profession?

· What are the attributes of an effective workplace experience for IT undergraduates and the providers?

Future research to find the answers to these questions will assist tertiary education institutions and the IT industry to improve the industry experience component of undergraduate information technology courses to enhance the professional development of students and to address the expectation of an industry which all too often seeks 'experienced new graduates'.
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