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Today’s business environments are continually changing, and as organisations change, so do the 
requirements of their workforce. Evolving workforces represent a challenge for universities to 
ensure students’ learning outcomes remain relevant. A further concern for universities and 
students is the increasing competition for graduate positions. These factors are placing additional 
pressure on universities to deliver work-ready graduates with the necessary capabilities to meet 
current industry demands. The course Career Development is a recently established course that 
aims to support students’ professional and career development and facilitate a successful 
transition from university to work. An evaluation of this course was undertaken to determine its 
effectiveness in developing students’ employability and to also assess the contribution of three 
different experiential learning opportunities offered within the course. 
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Introduction 
 
Business organisations and the environment in which they operate are currently undergoing significant change. 
This progress has seen the notion of employability become increasingly important. Furthermore, the higher 
education sector is also experiencing change, particularly with rising expectations, stronger competition and 
growing student diversity. These elements represent increasing challenges for universities to produce 
employable, work-ready graduates (Leong & Kavanagh, 2013; Mason, Williams, & Cranmer, 2009). Career 
Development is a final year course designed to consolidate students’ knowledge and understanding of 
professional practice and employability. This endeavour is facilitated through a combination of in-class and 
experiential learning activities which will be evaluated within this paper. 
 
Employability and the current Australian university sector 
 
The notion of employability has existed for a number of years, however, there has been a growing interest, 
particularly in university graduate employability over the past decade (Lowden, Hall, Elliot, & Lewin, 2011). 
The term employability can be ambiguous and often difficult to articulate and define (Andrews & Higson, 
2008). On one hand, the term can describe graduates’ professional and academic skills, whilst on the other it can 
also refer to graduates’ specific employment outcomes (Andrews & Higson, 2008). From the perspective of 
employers, employability often refers to work readiness, that is, the possession of the relevant skills, knowledge, 
behaviours and commercial awareness that enable graduates to make positive contributions to organisations, 
soon after commencing employment (Mason et al., 2009).  
 
There are several reasons why employability is gaining an increasing focus within Higher Education Institutions 
(HEIs). This attention can be in part attributed to supply and demand, both in the increasing number of students 
undertaking university degrees, and the decreasing number of available graduate positions. As a result of these 
market conditions, many universities in Australia are now strategically addressing employability (Universities 
Australia, 2015). Previously, employability was not such a major concern of HEIs, however proponents suggest 
that universities now can no longer afford to overlook it (Grotkowska, Wincenciak, & Gajderowicz, 2015).  
 
The contribution of experiential and work integrated learning (WIL) to 
employability 
 
There is strong evidence to indicate that authentic work experience contextualises learning, has a strong 
influence on graduate employability and therefore should be integrated into course curricula wherever possible 
(Reddan, 2015). Indeed, one of the most significant obstacles for graduate employment, according to Bennetts 
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(2011), is the lack of  work-related experience. Appreciating the importance of work experience, students will 
also increasingly value universities that offer WIL programs when making their university selections.  
 
The value of WIL and its contribution to employability has been validated by numerous studies. Lowden et al. 
(2011) determined overwhelming support for WIL from both education institutions and employers. Devins 
(2013) identified WIL as a key factor in improving the match between graduate skills and employers’ needs. 
Overall, there is growing evidence that both students and employers want and value WIL, and that WIL 
contributes positively to employment outcomes for students. 
 
Research context 
 
This research project was undertaken with a group of undergraduate students enrolled in the course, Career 
Development. This course is a third and final year course within the Bachelor of International Tourism and 
Hotel Management, at Griffith University. The course aims to support students’ transition from university to 
work, and within the course; students must undertake one form of experiential learning. Students can select from 
three experienced-based learning options: i) Industry Shadowing (working alongside and being mentored by an 
industry manager for a period of 30 hours); ii) Industry Experience (undertaking 75 hours of work experience); 
and (iii) Industry Analysis (evaluation of a degree-related organisation, with no work experience necessary).  
From the three experiential learning options, Industry Shadowing is limited, due to the availability of industry 
mentors. Industry Experience requires students to reflect on current or past work experience, and Industry 
Analysis, requires an evaluation of an organisation and is offered to students with no current or prior work 
experience. 
 
Research aims and intent 
 
The research project aims to identify the impact of both career development learning and work integrated 
learning on students’ perceived work readiness and employability. The study examines the impacts of the course 
on students’ employability and compares the learning outcomes of three different experiential learning 
opportunities. The results will be used to provide feedback on this new course and to ascertain the most effective 
experiential learning opportunity.  
 
The study included two main research objectives: 
 

1. How has the course impacted each of the following six dimensions of students’ employability? 
 

a. Commencement readiness? 
b. Ability to collaborate? 
c. Informed decision making? 
d. Attitude to lifelong learning? 
e. Professional practice standards? 
f. Ability to integrate theory and practice? 

 
2. How effective were the three different experiential learning options in developing students’ 

employability? 
 

Methods and approach 
 
The study was conducted in semester two 2015 with a cohort of 84 undergraduate students who undertook the 
course. The instrument used for data collection incorporated the Work Readiness Scales which were previously 
utilised by Smith, Ferns, and Russell (2014) in an Office for Learning and Teaching (OLT) WIL project. The 
survey instrument included 35 statements reflecting students’ perceived level of work readiness, which were 
categorised into six dimensions of students’ employability. The questionnaire was completed by students at the 
beginning of the semester, to gauge their perceived existing levels of work readiness, and also at the end of the 
semester, to measure any changes following their experiential learning opportunity and class activities. Students 
were invited to respond using a five-point Likert scale, where 1 indicated ‘not at all’ and 5 indicated 
‘completely’. Students were also requested to indicate which of the three options of experiential learning had 
been undertaken. A copy of the survey instrument can be found as appendix A.  
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An independent t-test was used to determine any significant differences in students’ perceived level of work 
readiness, and to also evaluate the effectiveness of the three different experiential learning options. During the 
final survey, students were also invited to give qualitative comments to elaborate (refer to appendix B). 
 
Results and discussion 
 
The following findings are reported for research objective one, using the six different dimensions of 
employability as sub-headings. A table is also provided at the end of this section summarising the results: 
 
How has the course impacted students’ Commencement Readiness?  
 
The post-test score for Commencement Readiness were greater than the pre-test score. This measure 
experienced the second largest increase in students’ perceived work readiness from the six dimensions. Several 
written responses were provided by students. Student A indicated “this course helped confirm my career 
choice”, while student B suggested “my work confidence has improved significantly as a result of this course”. 
 
How has the course impacted students’ ability to collaborate? 
 
Students’ perceived Ability to Collaborate also demonstrated a significant improvement during the course. 
Student C commented that “my teamwork, communication skills and cultural understanding have been 
strengthened”, whilst student D noted an improvement in their listening skills.  
 
How has the course impacted students’ informed decision making  
 
An improvement in the mean scores for Informed Decision Making was also evident throughout the course. 
Student E noted: “this course made me realise that gathering varied information was important in decision 
making”. Similarly, student H indicated that the course had raised their awareness of the importance of 
considering different alternatives before making a final decision. 
 
 How has the course impacted students’ attitude to lifelong learning? 
 
The mean scores for Attitude to Lifelong Learning had also improved during the course. Student L suggested 
“this course made me realise that my learning had only just begun”, whilst student R noted: “the course helped 
develop a passion for on-going learning”. 
 
How has the course impacted students’ professional practice standards?  
 
A significant improvement in the mean scores for Professional Practice Standards was also demonstrated. 
Student I commented “the topic on business etiquette helped improve my professional practice”. Student N 
noted more confidence in preparing for a job interview.  
 
 How has the course impacted students’ ability to integrate theory and practice? 
 
Students’ Ability to Integrate Theory and Practice also improved dramatically throughout the semester. Overall, 
this measure experienced the most significant increase. Several students commented on the benefits of being 
able to apply theory to practice. Student K suggested: “This course not only affected me as a student, but also as 
a person in today’s society and in life” 
 
In summary, the questionnaire at the commencement of the course was completed by 75 students (89% of the 
student cohort), and by 71 students at the end of the semester (85% of the cohort). Table 1 indicates that the 
scale scores collected at the completion of the course for all six dimensions were significantly greater (p<.001) 
than the scores attained by students at the commencement of the course. These results suggest that students’ 
overall perceived levels of work-readiness had developed significantly as a result of undertaking the course and 
provide a strong indication of the course’s ability to develop students’ employability skills.  
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Table 1: Effects of the course on students’ perceptions of employability 

 
Dimension of employability Mean - start 

of semester 
SD - start of 

semester 
Mean - end of 

semester 
SD - end of 

semester 
P value 

Commencement readiness 2.89 0.79 3.95 0.62 <.001 
Ability to collaborate 3.23 0.80 4.02 0.56 <.001 
Informed decision-making 3.23 0.70 4.03 0.56 <.001 
Attitude to lifelong learning 3.06 0.77 4.01 0.59 <.001 
Professional practice standards 3.12 0.77 3.98 0.58 <.001 
Ability to integrate theory & practice 2.99 0.79 4.05 0.68 <.001 
TOTAL 3.09 0.20 4.0 0.12 <.001 

 
Research objective two: How effective were the three different experiential learning options in 
developing students’ employability? 
 
The three different experiential learning opportunities offered to students included: Industry Shadowing (IS); 
Industry Experience (IE); and Industry Analysis (IA). Table 2 below summarises the effects of three types of 
experiential learning opportunities on students’ employability. 
 
The mean score for Industry Shadowing improved over the semester. This option at the end of the course 
demonstrated the highest level of students’ perceived work readiness. One reason for this option rating the 
highest was, this cohort commenced with the highest levels at the beginning. This factor could be due to the 
higher calibre of students undertaking this experience option (which had a 5.5 (out of 7) GPA prerequisite). This 
group of students’ employability skills would have then been further developed throughout the course and while 
undertaking their industry mentorship. 
 
The mean score for Industry Experience demonstrated the largest improvement during the course. This increase 
suggests students’ perceived levels of employability grow as a result of undertaking practice-based experience 
and class activities. Moreover, as this experience option involves the largest number of work hours, the length of 
work experience may also contribute positively to students’ perceived work readiness. 
 
The mean score for Industry Analysis also improved throughout the course. However, as this experience option 
does not incorporate any actual work experience, this improvement would most likely have come from 
undertaking the course lectures, workshops and assessment. Indeed, course participation would have contributed 
positively to the results for all three experience options. 
 
In summarising the results for research objective two, all three experiential learning alternatives demonstrated 
improvements in students’ perceived work readiness. The end of semester survey results suggest students 
undertaking Industry Shadowing had the highest perceived levels of work readiness. Students undertaking 
Industry Experience demonstrated the second highest levels of perceived work readiness, and Industry Analysis 
was rated third. Furthermore, a comparison of the end of semester results of students undertaking actual work 
experience (IE) and students with no work experience (IA) demonstrated a significant difference in students’ 
perceived work readiness (p <.001). This result reinforces the benefits of undertaking an actual work placement 
in the development of employability skills. 
 

Table 2: Effects of three types of experiential learning opportunities on students’ employability 
 

Experiential 
learning 
option 

n – start of 
semester 

Mean – start 
of semester 

SD – start 
of semester 

n – end of 
semester 

Mean – end 
of semester 

SD – end of 
semester 

P value 

Industry 
shadowing 
(IS)  

3 3.6 0.45 3 4.3 0.32 n/a 

Industry 
experience 
(IE) 

51 3.1 0.66 50 4.1 0.52 <.001 

Industry 
analysis (IA) 

21 3.0 0.76 18 3.7 0.42 <.01 
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Conclusion  
 
Students who undertook the course, Career Development, perceived all six dimensions of their employability 
were enhanced throughout the semester, with their ability to integrate theory to practice and commencement 
readiness indicating the most significant improvement. Students also suggested that they had a higher perceived 
employability as a result of undertaking an actual work placement, compared to students who undertook no 
actual work placement. Overall, the findings highlight the positive impact of the course on students’ 
employability. 
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Appendix A  
 

Work Readiness Scales – End of semester questionnaire 
 

Please indicate below your intended experience option: 
 
           Industry shadowing                                                                           
           Work experience                                                                                
           Industry analysis 
 
 
There are 35 statements presented below that reflect your work readiness. Using the 1-5 scale outlined below, 
please record the number that is most reflective of your current ability to perform each process.  
 
1 = not at all 2 = a little 3 = moderate amount 4 = a lot 5 = completely 
       
1. Effectively seek work relevant to my studies ___ 
2. Present myself effectively in selection interviews ___ 
3. Evaluate how well my skills and performances fit different employment opportunities ___ 
4. Commence a job in my field and be immediately effective as a worker/ new professional ___ 
5. Display overall work readiness confidence ___ 
6. Obtain work relevant to studies ___ 
7. Work towards a compromise between opposing views when it is best for the organization ___ 
8. Ensure everyone feels heard in group discussions ___ 
9. Interact appropriately with people from different levels of management in a workplace ___ 
10. Recognize the ‘politics’ of a workplace environment ___ 
11. Interact effectively and respectfully with people from other cultures ___ 
12. Learn from and collaborate with people representing diverse backgrounds or viewpoints ___ 
13. Listen empathetically, sympathetically and with compassion to colleagues in the workplace ___ 
14. Appraise the quality of information I obtain from the web, books or other people ___ 
15. Use information and my knowledge to make reasonable decisions and then act on these ___ 
16. Weigh up risks, apply evaluation criteria to alternatives & make predictions from data ___ 
17. Collect, analyse and organize information ___ 
18. Identify the value of continuing to learn in order to improve work or professional practice ___ 
19. Identify the knowledge I lack/ need to improve in order to be effective in the workplace ___ 
20. Identify the skills I lack/ need to improve in order to be effective in the workplace ___ 
21. Be prepared to invest time and effort in learning new skills ___ 
22. Understand the theories and principles in my discipline ___ 
23. Understand the practices and methods used in my discipline ___ 
24. Take responsibility and act alone with autonomy appropriate to my role & level of training ___ 
25. Seek out opportunities to develop my workplace or professional skills and/or knowledge ___ 
26. Recognise ethical practices in the workplace ___ 
27. Identify the standards of performance or practice expected in my profession ___ 
28. Develop a personal code of values or ethics ___ 
29. Interpret and follow workplace procedures ___ 
30. Seek clarification when I do not understand instructions ___ 
31. Effectively manage multiple and different priorities to achieve workplace or 

professional goals 
___ 

32. Take responsibility and be accountable for my workplace or professional practice ___ 
33. Judge the applicability of knowledge gained in my studies to the workplace ___ 
34. Apply knowledge and skills gained in my studies to the workplace ___ 
35. Recognise and value the role of theoretical ideas in work or professional contexts ___ 
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Appendix B 
 

End of semester questionnaire 
 

Please review your responses to questions 1-6 of the Work Readiness questionnaire. How has the course 
(WORKSHOPS, ASSIGNMENTS, PLACEMENT) affected your COMMENCEMENT READINESS? 
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please review your responses to questions 7-13. How has the course (WORKSHOPS, ASSIGNMENTS, 
PLACEMENT) affected your ABILITY TO COLLABORATE? 
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please review your responses to questions 14-17. How has the course (WORKSHOPS, ASSIGNMENTS, 
PLACEMENT) affected your INFORMED DECISION-MAKING? 
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please review your responses to questions 18-23. How has the course (WORKSHOPS, ASSIGNMENTS, 
PLACEMENT) affected your ATTITUDE TO LIFELONG LEARNING? 
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please review your responses to questions 24-32. How has the course (WORKSHOPS, ASSIGNMENTS, 
PLACEMENT) affected your PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE STANDARDS? 
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please review your responses to questions 33-35. How has the course (WORKSHOPS, ASSIGNMENTS, 
PLACEMENT) affected your ABILITY TO INTEGRATE THEORY AND PRACTICE? 
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________  

 
Thank you for your participation.


