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ABSTRACT 
 

The need to develop work ready graduates who can transfer the knowledge and skills 

from the lecture theatre to the workplace has become a key issue in higher education in 

Australia. In this regard, there has been a growing interest in work integrated learning 

(WIL) projects and its potential impact on student development.  Discussed within this 

article are findings in relation to a WIL experiment in the form of a student-industry 

conference that is integrated into the assessment of a number of courses.  Of particular 

interest is the impact the conference had on student learning, motivation and confidence.  

The student-industry conference brought students, academics and industry 

representatives together.  The authentic conference approach was found to engage 

industry in the assessment process and this had a positive impact on student learning 

and student motivation. 
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Introduction 
The performance of Australian universities in terms of learning and teaching has received 

increasing attention in recent times, including the employability/work readiness of 

graduates. In terms of graduates, employers perceive that universities provide a ‘strong 

knowledge base’ to their students, but are concerned whether students are equipped to 

have the ability to intelligently apply that knowledge at work  (Precision Consultancy  

2007). Critically a growing body of reports argue that a strong disciplinary knowledge 

base does not, of itself, guarantee a graduate a job (Business/Higher Education Round 

Table 1991, 1992, 1993; Association of Graduate Recruiters 1993, 1995; Sausman and 

Steel, 1997; Coopers and Lybrand 1998; AC Nielsen Research Services 2000). 

One technique that could assist in improving students’ work readiness and ability to 
transfer knowledge is work integrated learning (WIL) programs.1  WIL programs are 

receiving increased interest in Australia with universities being increasingly encouraged 

to implement them (Precision Consultancy 2007).  One of the reasons for this greater 

interest is that ‘WIL has provided universities with an opportunity to offer a better 

product that students will appreciate as a pay-off for their investment’ (Abeysekera 2006, 

7).  WIL programs have been commonly described as ‘educational programs which 

combine and integrate learning and its workplace application’, regardless of whether this 

integration occurs in industry or in the university and whether it is real or simulated 

(Atchison et al. 2002, 3). Despite the interest in WIL it is noted that ‘there is very little if 

any evidence-based research that isolates each variable and judges the comparative 

effectiveness of different strategies’ for developing students’ employability skills 

(Precision Consultancy, 2007, 1).   

 

With these considerations in mind, a Student-Industry Conference (the Conference) was 

developed to provide an opportunity for students to gain linkages between their 

theoretical studies and their professional careers.  The organisation of the Conference on 

an industry format with the involvement of industry participants provided for a 

‘simulated’ WIL experience.  Benefits were expected from the integration of industry, 

universities and the student experience. The Conference, titled ‘A Penny for Your 

Thoughts’, bought together students, academics and industry representatives, and 

adopted an industry format with keynote speakers, networking activities and concurrent 

sessions.  Students participated in the Conference by presenting their assignments from 

one of four financial planning courses to an audience of peers, industry representatives 

and academics. In addition, industry and academic papers were presented that explored 

the potential for financial planning to influence social justice and welfare in Australia. 

Industry involvement included the co-assessment of student presentations, presenting 

papers relevant to the financial planning industry, and participation in a careers session 

and an awards ceremony which recognised outstanding student presentations.  Through 

this design it was envisaged that the students’ self efficacy would increase, however 

through interviews it became evident that the ‘penny dropped’ for students in terms of 

their learning and motivation.  

 

This article examines the influence of this WIL initiative in terms of the impact on student 

learning and student motivation towards their studies. We find positive influence on both 

counts and contend that this is evidence in support of systematic development of work 

integrated learning initiatives across degree programs.   

 

The remainder of the article is structured as follows.  Initially, this article will provide a 

theoretical basis by examining the literature that considers how WIL may influence 
students’ learning and motivation.  Research questions and methodology are then 

developed, followed by a discussion of the results of the study. Limitations and areas for 

future research are discussed, prior to the conclusions of this article. 

                                                             
1
 There are a number of terminologies used to describe WIL, including cooperative learning and service 

learning; however the term WIL is used in this paper for consistency. 
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The Relevance of WIL for student learning 

WIL programs have been used to develop students’ competences (Arnold et al.1999), 

and prior studies indicate substantial personal development by students who participate 

in such programs (Day et al. 1982). WIL programs have demonstrated increases in job 

knowledge and skills, and importantly improved attitudes and behaviours towards work 

readiness (Hughes and Moore 1999). 

 

Orrell (2001 p 3) argues that WIL can have a number of positive effects on students’ 

learning.  This includes identifying the relevance of theoretical concepts taught in class, 

putting theory into practice, appreciating that academic success is not the only attribute 
for career success, and developing communicative abilities.  It has also been 

demonstrated that students with the least experience can benefit from participation in 

WIL (Haddara 2007, 69). Also, WIL can improve students’ employability skills (Fallows 

and Steven 2000). 

 

The authors agree with Wilson et al. that WIL needs to be approached academically so 

WIL can become academically acceptable.  WIL ‘must be conceived and presented as a 

curriculum model that links work and academics’ (Wilson et al. 1996, 163).  This 

academic approach has not always been achieved, which has been reflected by the 

absence of academics/universities in some of the definitions of WIL (Abeysekera, 2006, 

8: referring to Beard and Wilson 2002; Katula and Threnhauser 1999).  It is argued that 

this integration of WIL with academia is critical, and this was one of the aims of the 

Conference. 

 

The importance of WIL is reinforced by research demonstrating how relevant work 

experience obtained during a degree can have a highly positive influence on starting 

salaries for graduates (Gardner et al. 1992, 26) and their attainment of more responsible 

jobs (Riggio et al. 1994). However, this initial benefit may diminish with time (Wessels 

and Pumphrey, 1996).  Similarly employer involvement in course design and delivery can 

influence employability (Precision Consultancy 2007, 3). 

Even though there are benefits of WIL, there appears to be little evidence of WIL being 

widely practised in academic programs for accounting, financial planning and other 

commerce programs in Australia (Abeysekera 2006,  8), although there are some 

isolated examples (Subramaniam and  Freudenberg 2007).  This may be due to the 

explicit costs and difficulties in coordinating and managing a WIL program.  

 

Effect of WIL on students’ learning 
An area of interest is the effect of WIL on student learning, as WIL has been linked with 

improved academic achievement (Weisz 1998; Hughes and Moore 1999; Blair and Millea 

2004).  The benefits reported include ‘increased discipline thinking; improved learning; 

taking responsibility for learning, learning how to learn; improved problem-solving; 

analytical thinking; improved performance in the classroom, increased GPA, increased 

commitment to educational goals’ (Dressler and  Keeling, 2004,  225).   

 

Students’ experiences in WIL have included recognising the relationship between theory 

and practice, with ‘practice’ making the ‘theory intelligible’ (Collin and Tynjala 2003, 

341). This can lead to students being able to grasp theory that they have been reading 

for months. This deeper understanding of knowledge is important as industry have 

identified that a difficulty with graduates is that they ‘are good at just spitting out 

information’ and ‘do not take the second step’ (Freudenberg and Lupton 2005, 10).   

An important effect that WIL may have on student learning is through improved 

transferability of knowledge.  
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Education should involve ‘fusing’ theory and practice (Leinhardt et al. 1995) although this 
has not necessarily been implemented (Collin and Tynjala 2003, 339).  Keeping theory 

and practice separate from each other can lead to the problem of ‘inert knowledge’ with 

students finding it difficult to transfer their knowledge from the educational setting to the 

workplace (Mandl et al. 1996; Renkl et al. 1996).  For example students can have 

‘concept knowledge’ but lack the technical ability. Concept knowledge is described as ‘the 

mental process ranging from simple recall, or awareness, to creative thinking, or 

evaluation’, while technical knowledge has been described as ‘skill in applying knowledge 

to specific problems (Tan and Veal 2005, 33-34).  A reason for ‘transferability’ issue may 

be due to the university curricula lacking a focus on context and the bigger picture when 

teaching theory (Freudenberg and Lupton 2005, 11). 

 

A key benefit of WIL programs is that they may assist in this transferability of skills and 

knowledge that students learn at university to the workplace.  Debate exists as to 

whether skills learnt in one context (the classroom) can be transferred into another (the 

workplace) (Atkins 1999).  Similarly, Subramaniam and Freudenberg (2007,  86) report 

that in addition to improvements in self-efficacy, their Accounting WIL Program appeared 

to have provided students with ‘links’ between their university learning and the 

workplace, thus enhancing transferability of skills.  Indeed, self-efficacy can be 

considered broadly (generalised) or in task-specific dimensions. While generalised self-

efficacy pertains to one’s confidence in one’s own coping skills which can be manifested 

in a wide range of challenging situations, task self-efficacy is more domain or context 

specific (Bandura, 1997). A person’s self-efficacy can be a significant determinant of 

behaviours such as: achievement strivings and academic persistence (Bandura, 1982). 

Crebert et al. (2004, 161) found a positive result on skills transferability suggesting that 

students involved in WIL programs received good preparation for learning in the 

workplace.  Tennant (1999,  177) suggests that there are a number of factors that may 
assist with ‘transfer’ including whether learners are exposed to ‘authentic’ activities, and 

learners are exposed to multiple situations. 

 

Effect of WIL on motivation 
Another important implication of WIL is the effect it can have on students’ motivation.  

Harvey et al. (1997) find that students involved in a WIL program through observation 

and personal experience in the workplace environment, were able to gather a richer 

understanding of what the key attributes of success are, thus leading to a greater sense 

of self-confidence (Harvey et al. 1997).  Other studies have found that students can find 

a WIL experience positive and beneficial (Riggio et al. 1994).  These effects can 

accumulate to improve students’ motivation towards their studies. 

 

Two Australian studies indicate that student engagement with learning is an important 

determinant of student satisfaction with their higher education experience (Scott, 2005; 

Australian Council for Education Research (ACER), 2008). These studies confirm other 

anecdotal and empirical evidence that WIL promotes student engagement and enhances 

student perceptions of their educational experience (Precision Consultancy, 2007, p 29; 

Harvey et al., 1997; Patrick et al., 2008, pp 20 - 21).   

 

Scott examined a substantial database of open ended comments made by graduates 

from 14 Australian universities during the period 2001-2004 about the best aspects of 

their university course and those aspects most needing improvement. With respect to 

learning methods, a key finding in Scott’s report was that practice-orientated (which 
included many WIL methods2) and interactive, face-to face learning methods attracted 

                                                             
2
 20 learning methods ranging from artistic productions, camps, the use of ‘real world’ case studies, field 

placements, practicum and clinical placements, to the use of key practitioners as guest lecturers or 
mentors, site visits, service learning and travel to other universities or overseas study exchanges. 
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the largest number of ‘best aspect’ comments (Scott, 2005, p ix). Scott suggests that it 
is these methods students identify as most engaging them in productive learning.  

In summary, WIL programs are argued to present a range of benefits to students in 

terms of their learning, graduate outcomes, confidence and self-efficacy, while improving 

the ability of students to transfer classroom skills to the workplace.  Given the increased 

attention that is being given to teaching and learning performance in Australia, these 

benefits are of interest to universities.  However, there is much work to be done to 

examine the process by which these benefits are extracted from WIL initiatives.  This 

paper examines the outcomes in these areas for one such initiative where the following 

research questions are examined relative to a simulated WIL experience, being the 

Conference: 

 

Research Question 1: Does participation in a Student-Industry Conference have a 

positive influence on students’ learning? 

 

Research Question 2: Does participation in a Student-Industry Conference have a 

positive influence on students’ motivation towards their studies and their chosen 

profession? 

 

Research Methodology 
Reflecting upon the established literature, the Conference was organised to develop 

students’ understanding of the content of material that is important in Financial Planning, 

as well as to improve their understanding of the Financial Planning industry as a whole.  

In turn, the literature influenced the design of assessment items and the actual 

conference day, each of which is described below.  This experiment also provides an 

opportunity to examine the research questions stated above.   

 

The Conference was the result of a co-ordinated effort between university staff and 

industry. University staff was responsible for the design of the course material and 

assignments that were to be presented at the Conference and handled the logistics and 

administration of the Conference.  Critical to the success of the Conference was the 

involvement of industry to provide the real world, WIL, incentive for students. The 

response from industry was very positive with 16 firms and two industry bodies 

participating on the day (represented by 40 individuals).  For industry, engagement 

extended beyond just providing sponsorship, but also to provide industry speakers, 

assisting with the assessment of students’ oral presentations and nominations for 

awards. 

 

Assessment 

Student participants of the Conference were enrolled in a number of core courses in a 

Financial Planning Degree. The convenors of the four core courses within the Financial 

Planning Degree designed assessment items that students from first year to third year 

had done either individually or within groups.   

 

Introduction to Financial Planning and Retirement and Estate Planning 

Students enrolled in the first year course, ‘Introduction to Financial Planning’, worked in 

groups with two students enrolled in the third year course, ‘Retirement and Estate 

Planning’, to develop a research report and presentation on a topic of their choice. These 

topics included consideration of assessment of risk profiles, professional practice in 

financial planning, financial literacy and superannuation issues. Students in both courses 
attended a series of common time sessions to develop skills in researching, presentation 

techniques, group work and communication. Third year students acted as mentors for the 

first year students, their function was to encourage them, manage the process, facilitate 

the effectiveness of the group and ensure participation of all group members. The 

students in the first year course were challenged to present at the Conference, with third 
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year students assisting in their preparation, and in instilling confidence in their mentees. 
Students were also assisted in developing confidence and skills in a practice session. The 

final outcome of the assessment item included a research report and a reflective diary. 

Investment Planning 

 

In the second year course ‘Investment Planning’, students were required to work in a 

group to examine a scenario concerning investment product issues pertaining to 

hypothetical client(s).  The circumstances relating to these clients were analysed, 

suitable investment products examined and recommendations made (including the 

advantages and disadvantages). The group’s recommendation resulted in a report that 

was presented at the Conference. 

 

Tax Planning 

In the third year course ‘Tax Planning’ students were required to write an academic 

paper addressing one of the prescribed topics which required students to structure an 

argument based on research and analysis.  The topics provided were designed to engage 

students, and covered issues such as (a) “Salary Sacrificing is tax avoidance”, (b) “Ethics 

has no place in tax planning” (c) “Tax breaks should go to families”, and (d) “The tax 

system discriminates against same-sex couples”. To assist students in their academic 

writing and analysis, a number of workshops were conducted in-conjunction with the 

University’s Learning Assistance Service (LAS) on essay writing and research.   

 

Additionally, students were provided feedback on their draft introduction and references 

lists prior to submission.  These assignments were then submitted, marked and given 

back to students prior to their presentations.  Also, to provide students assistance with 

their oral presentation skills a workshop on ‘oral presentation’ skills was conducted by 

LAS, followed by an opportunity a number of days later for students to do a practice 
presentation.  In these practice presentations students were assessed against the 

assessment criteria by both the lecturer and fellow students, who then provided 

feedback. 

 

Through the mechanisms developed in these courses, students were given the necessary 

skills and support to assist them with the prospect of presenting to their peers and 

industry at the Conference. 

 

Conference Day 

The Conference was designed to reflect a professional conference, and included (a) a 

registration process with conference program, nametags and bags; (b) industry stands; 

(c) key note addresses by industry representatives; (d) concurrent sessions; and (e) 

networking opportunities.  Students were encouraged to wear professional attire and 
bring their CVs.  The Conference featured a comprehensive program commencing at 

8.30am with an official welcome and closing at 5.30pm, followed by an evening 

networking function.  

 

The Conference was designed with an umbrella authenticity principle in mind.  As such 

the Conference had a mix of plenary (industry and academic speakers) and parallel 

sessions (student presentations).  The event included an industry expo, catered breaks 

and other networking activities.  The student presentations (42 in total) had a Chair, and 

were assessed by an academic and industry representative(s) to standardised criteria.  

Also the assessment form provided the opportunity for the assessors to nominate 

outstanding presentations for awards.  Each presentation ran for approximately 20 

minutes with 10 minutes for questions. Awards for outstanding student presentations 

were awarded at the end of the day. 
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Procedure 
This paper employs a survey methodology to examine the impact of the conference on 

the student participants.  A survey instrument was developed and all student attendees 

at the Conference were asked to be participants in the survey, which was administered at 

the end of the Conference.  The survey was structured into three parts with the first 

containing 20 typical evaluation questions about the Conference and two open ended 

questions.  The second part contained demographic questions and the third contained 19 

questions designed to assess student self efficacy and confidence. In terms of students’ 

self efficacy, the Conference as a whole resulted in improvements (Freudenberg, et al. 

2008), some of which are referred to below in support of assertions of improved learning 

and motivation. 

Of the 127 students involved in the presentations in the Conference, 77 students 

completed the survey questionnaire at the end of the day, resulting in 65 useable 

surveys. In addition to surveying students, eleven semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with students to more closely examine the themes that emerged in the survey 

data. The interviews were transcribed and thematically analysed to identify concepts and 

categories (Gibbs, 2002).  The interview participants were randomly selected from 

Conference participants with six females and five males interviewed. .Their average age 

was 28.8 years, three from first year, four for second year and four for third year.  

 

Results and Discussion 

This section of the paper is divided into three parts, starting with a discussion of the 

overall student satisfaction with the Conference .The two research questions are then 

addressed in turn. 

 

Research Question Number One: Impact of WIL on Student Learning  

The survey data provides positive results in terms of students’ self reported task-specific 

self-efficacy measures. For example, there was reported a significant or great 

improvement in their ability to complete difficult tasks (40%), performing effectively on 

different tasks (53%) and presenting ideas clearly (49%).  This would appear to indicate 

that student learning, particularly in relation to these task-specific generic skills, was 

positively impacted by the Conference.  This is important given the potential impact such 

improved self efficacy can have on the degree to which students strive for high levels of 

achievement.  The interview data supports this further and the NVivo analysis generated 

eleven factors grouped into five categories of influence on student learning as a result of 

the Conference. Table 1 details the categories with example extracts from the qualitative 

data, with the five categories being: (1) understanding the material, (2) oral 

presentation, (3) presence of industry, (4) out of comfort zone and (5) improved 

academic performance. 

 

Within the first category ‘understanding the material’, students indicated that the nature 

of the assessment items used as the basis for the Conference led to greater student 

engagement with the curriculum.  The allied factors of the conference presentations, 

industry and peer presence supported this.  There also appeared to be a theme in 

student responses in terms of the Conference providing students something significant to 

aim for at the end of the semester that was different to the traditional exam period: 

 
“… it [the Conference] gives you something more to aim towards ... if you have 

something more to focus on ... then it is a good idea”
3 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
3
 All transcript quotations are verbatim, and have not been corrected for grammatical errors. 
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The second category that related to student learning was the ‘oral presentation’ 
experience. The students indicated that the oral presentation, and the nature of it in the 

conference setting, led to greater engagement in the assessment task and hence the 

curriculum.  This appeared to be in part a ‘fear factor’, but also a desire to do well and 

outperform others in front of peers and industry members.  Hence the conference style 

oral presentation, as operationalised at this Conference, appears to have a strong link to 

learning (first category). However, beyond this, students appear to be going beyond their 

theoretical understanding, with students perceiving an improvement of their oral 

presentation skills (and confidence with this) (factor two).  

 

Additionally, students noted that this experience would influence their presentations in 

the future, indicating self reflection and deep learning: 

 
“Because of the speech I did put more effort into learning, instead of just writing an 

assignment, actually learning what I was doing and looking for more interesting facts 

and statistics ...”  

 

The third category was the ‘presence of industry’ at the Conference, which provided 

additional benefits such as authenticity, general student engagement and university 

links. This appears to have also had a significant impact on student learning.   

We identify three factors in this category: attendance, assessment and relevance of 

industry presentations.  The first of these is simply the students knowing that industry 

representatives would be present at the Conference. This appears to have ‘raised the bar’ 

in terms of students taking the assessment tasks more seriously (or perhaps seeing 

additional opportunities/potential consequences from this sort of assessment task in 
relation to a more traditional class room presentation):  

 
“I was actually thinking, I’d better pull my socks up and do a good job of this, because 
there’s people gonna [sic] be looking at me and I could get a job out of it. ….I 

practiced it about 4 or 5 times, normally before a speech I would be lucky to do it 
once.  With the assignment I put a lot more research and a lot more work into it so I 

had that grounding and I did actually learn a lot more” 

 

This implication was heightened by the industry representatives taking on a role as co-

assessors of student presentations with students suggesting that feedback from industry 

is more valid than that from academics. This perception appears to have influenced the 

level of effort and learning of students: 

 
“I think the biggest change in your mind is when you find out that you’re presenting to 

people from the industry.” 

 
“ …  after three years you kind of get used to presenting in front of your classmates, 

there’s no big deal in front of your lecturer and your classmates…but when you’re 

presenting in front of someone from Australian Tax Office on a tax subject, if you 
screw up you feel pretty silly”  
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Table 1:  
Impact of the Conference on Student Learning 
 

 

 

 

 

Category Effect No. Quote 

1. Understanding the material + 1 “…you have to actually think about what you’re writing and you actually have to think before you go in before you meet up 

with your group and before you do things like that” 

  2 “it is a different sort of assessment piece…it goes beyond just the actual textbook learning” 

  3 “I think it made me understand a lot more and it gave me a lot more insight into the area 

2. Oral Presentations    

Improvement in skills + 4 “….doing such a conference like this it would improve the speaking skills for the students and that will have a forward benefit 

for the students in this industry and in his career so he would be more confident and he can present his field or his area very 

well” 

  5 “By the time I probably got around to my speech I think it was the second last one of the day, I was actually really looking 

forward to giving it because I seen all the ones before me and I’d seen where they sort of fell down, and a couple of them just 

read straight off a piece of paper” 

Link to learning + 6 “just to know exactly what you are going to say and to know what you are going to be talking about.  Not take a bit of your 

assignment and stick it there and read through it, because if you present something like complete sections of law and so forth 

to a client they’ll be like what does this mean in English so you need to be very professional in one way but you also need to be 

quite explanatory in a simplistic way so that they understand everything so it just minimises the amount of questions that they 

ask” 

  7 “Firstly I would learn everything I can about what I’m presenting, and then obviously the presentation techniques, you know 

talk to the audience, engage them” 

3. Presence of Industry    

Attendance + 8 “more serious towards what is going to be in the assignment because you know that it’s not in front of your classmates it’s in 

front of people from the industry so you try and really get your facts right cause you really, really, really don’t want to get 

anything wrong and look silly while you’re up there” 

  9 “One of them, John Cannon from the CBA was watching one of our presentations and he said to me at the end of it, I will see 

you at the end of the day, and I talked to him at the end of the day and he congratulated me on my award….good, I thought oh 

I must be doing something right” 

  10 “I mean presenting in front of your fellow students, by this stage is pretty laid back because nerves aren’t really that much of an 

issue for most of us by now but that was a different kettle of fish” 

  11 “Which kind of after three years you kind of get used to presenting in front of your classmates, there’s no big deal in front of 

your lecturer and your classmates…but when you’re presenting in front of someone from ATO on a tax subject, if you screw up 

you feel pretty silly” 

Assessment + 12 “…[the lecturer] … is the person that teaches us, whereas the ANZ lady will be the person that employs us” 

  13 “Yes…definitely (feedback from industry was more valid than from academics)” 

Relevance of industry 

presentations 

+ 14 “I think it was because she is somebody we look up to, so it was oh a lecturer is talking about something that we were just 

talking about and yeah, it makes it more powerful and important” 

  15 “Yes it was true and it’s very real, like they made it very real.  When we were doing the assignment it felt like it was something 

that’s buried, you can’t exactly touch it, but when we heard them talk about it, we thought that this is actually happening, it is 

real” 

4. Out of Comfort Zone + 16 “But I think being taken out of your comfort zone to see how far you can push yourself is a good thing” 

  17 “So I think the conference was more the comfort zone thing in that I was out of my comfort zone in that I was presenting to 

people in a profession that I want to get into, so it was that side of it.  I mean if I didn’t have experience in that sort of thing 

then it probably would have been a great assistance because it builds your confidence” 

  18 “the day was stressful and it was a whole mix of stress and excitement, nerves and the whole lot but afterwards when you 

walked away reflecting about it all it was really, really good” 

5. Improved Academic Performance 

Preparation and presentation 

performance 

+ 19 “I found that they didn’t understand what maybe certain parts were asking so they wouldn’t be able to talk about it as 

comfortably as they might have if they fully understood what they had to do” 

  20 “We were a lot more organised, we knew what we were talking about and I think that we portrayed that, and we understood 

it” 

Confidence + 21 “I think my confidence is based purely on how much I know and how well I know what I’m presenting and with the different 

presentations that I did on the day there were some that I didn’t know that well and there were some that I did know well and 

it showed me that if I know what I’m talking about I can be a lot more confident in what I’m presenting so I guess confidence is 

about how much you know what you are talking about” 

  22 “just being comfortable with, in your own knowledge, knowing what you’re talking about, so you’d have to have that full 

understanding about it” 

  23 “Like being confident and that sort of thing, but also knowing, I think knowing what your talking about is one of the major 

things” 

Presentations vs. written 

assignments 

+ 24 “I’m not sure if I learnt anything more from what I was studying, but just knowing what I was talking about instead of just being 

able to write it down you actually have to know it yourself” 

  25 “since you had to research it and you’re going to be presenting it so instead of just writing an assignment, you sort of 

understand it but not go beyond that to really know how to talk about it and everything like that” 

Improved student performance + 26 “I personally think that I need a whole lot of work in that area.  I have actually, because of the conference I had a look and there 

are actual presenting workshops that you can go to here at the uni and I didn’t realise that there were so I am looking at that” 
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The third factor in this category related to the industry speakers at the Conference.  

It appears that the Conference was the first opportunity for many students to hear 

practitioners talk about the sector, their future careers and the current issues in the 

sector.  This appears to have complemented student presentations and 

contextualised the students’ learning and understanding of the sector while 

illustrating the relevance of the knowledge and skills they are acquiring in the class 

room to their future careers. This made students feel part of the profession that they 

were studying to enter. 

 

The fourth category relates to the scale of the conference event and the fact that 

such an assessment process significantly raised the expectations on the students, 

giving students the feeling of being ‘out of their comfort zone’.  Indeed in the lead up 

to the event some students suggested that this pressure was unfair, particularly for 

the first year students – thus illustrating potentially low self-efficacy.  However, a 

person’s self-efficacy is not stagnant, and it can be developed, through the notions of 

mastery experiences, modelling, social persuasion and physiological states (Bandura, 

1982; Gist, 1987; Wood and Bandura, 1989; Chowdhury et al., 2002). Accordingly, a 

number of mechanisms were implemented to assist students so they were not on 

their own. For example, first year students were mentored by third year students 

(modelling and social persuasion).  Indeed, students faced with this ‘challenge’ rose 

to the occasion, with students responding to the Conference with more diligent 

application to their courses and with resultant improved learning outcomes.  This 

created an environment where students were out of their comfort zone, particularly 

the second and third year students who had become accustomed to presenting in an 

academic setting.   This, together with the prior category, lead to incentives for 

students to work harder and learn more.  On reflection students (including first year 

students) did not appear to resent being out of their comfort zone and left the 

Conference with a sense of achievement and improved confidence: 

 
“the conference was a lot bigger scale … because you had industry people there 

that was the most daunting thing” 

 

“the day was stressful and it was a whole mix of stress and excitement, nerves 

and the whole lot but afterwards when you walked away reflecting about it all it 

was really, really good” 

 

The final category is improved academic performance, in which there are four 

factors.  The first relates to the students reporting that they were better prepared for 

this assessment piece (due to factors referred to above) and this led to better 

learning outcomes both in terms of knowledge and skills development.  The second 

factor relates to confidence and much was said by students about the growth in 

confidence that they acquired as a result of the Conference in terms of both being 

exposed to industry and their presentations.  This is argued to be a key underpinning factor that 

will lead to improved future learning outcomes for students.   The third factor relates to the oral 

presentation as the format for the assessment, While the conference model and industry 

participation heightened expectations and rewards for students as discussed above, it appears 

that the oral format itself led to greater student application due to both the fear of public 

speaking and also the perception that ‘you need to know your stuff’ if you are talking about it 

(that is, written assessment tasks are seen as safer and less confronting).  Hence, this appears to 

have led to improved learning outcomes.  The final factor is the students self reported 
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assessment of their performance.  There is a general consensus that the model led to better 

(self reported) learning outcomes by participants, primarily due to the greater engagement that 

the model created.  

 

Accordingly, it is submitted that there is evidence to support an affirmative response 

to the first research question, that participation in the Student-Industry Conference 

did have a positive influence on students’ learning.  We suggest that the impact on 

student learning is multi-dimensional, while noting that a key ingredient to this 

outcome is the engagement of industry in the assessment process and the use of a 

realistic (professional) oral presentation model to assess student learning. These two 

points, together with various others raised appear to have engaged the students in 

the curriculum and deepened their learning experience, which is supported by prior 

literature linking WIL with improved academic achievement (Weisz 1998; Hughes 

and Moore 1999; Blair and Millea 2004). 

 

Research Question Number Two: Impact on Student Motivation 

In terms of the second research question, survey and interview evidence suggests 

that the Conference influenced students’ motivation on a number of dimensions. The 

NVivo analysis generated three categories: the bigger picture; student perceptions; 

and sense of profession.  The survey evidence again illustrates above average 

improvements (self reported) in student motivation with positive responses to 

relevant questions such as confidence in beginning career, ability to advance their 

careers, belief that they will achieve their career goals, belief that they can succeed 

in things that they put their minds to, ability to overcome challenges and ability to 

perform well in adverse circumstances.  Within the survey data students self 

reported a significant or greater improvement in having confidence to achieve most 

career goals (41%) and achieving most things they put their mind to (42%). The full 

research findings in terms of the reported self-efficacy measures are detailed in 

Table 2. 
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Table 2:  
Perceptions of Improvement in Self-Efficacy 
 
Self Efficacy Measure 

Perceived Improvement 

No 
change 
(1) 

Slight  
(2) 

Average 
(3) 

Significant 
(4) 

Great 
(5) 

Generalised Self-efficacy items 

My belief that I will achieve most of the 
career goals that I have been able to set 
for myself 

11% 11% 36% 36% 5% 

My certainty that I will accomplish 
difficult tasks when faced with them 

19% 7% 33% 33% 7% 

My general belief that I can obtain 
outcomes that are important to me 

13% 15% 29% 29% 13% 

My belief that I can succeed at almost 
any endeavour to which I set my mind 

7% 20% 31% 31% 11% 

My ability to overcome successfully 
many challenges 

5% 21% 29% 29% 16% 

My confidence that I can perform 
effectively on many different tasks 

12% 7% 29% 29% 24% 

My ability to do most tasks very well 
compared to other people 

7% 19% 28% 28% 19% 

My ability to perform quite well even 
when things are tough 

10% 16% 29% 29% 16% 

Task-specific items 

My confidence in beginning a career in 
financial planning 

9% 20% 30% 30% 11% 

My ability to progress through the ranks 
in my new place of employment 

6% 11% 35% 35% 13% 

My confidence in being able to present 
financial planning matters to future 
clients in an effective manner 

8% 13% 33% 33% 12% 

My confidence in being able to present 
financial planning matters to future work 
colleagues in an effective manner 

12% 8% 34% 34% 12% 

My ability to be more effective in seeking 
employment and in job interviews 

11% 16% 27% 27% 20% 

My ability to be clearer when presenting 
ideas 

5% 16% 31% 31% 18% 

My confidence in being able to work 
under pressure 

7% 19% 29% 29% 16% 

My confidence in networking with other 
professional colleagues 

11% 20% 26% 26% 17% 

Note: Data in columns 2-6 presents the percentage of total student responses for each item in column one 
on a five point scale (n=65).  Students can only select one option per item and where the total per row 
does not add up to 100% there is a rounding error.   
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Once again the survey evidence provided preliminary evidence in support of a 

positive response to the research question and the interview evidence adds further 

evidence as discussed below. This data is tabulated in Table 3: Impact of the 

Conference on Student Motivation. 

 

This motivation effect appears to be partly due to the Conference allowing students 

to feel part of something ‘bigger’ as it drew together so many students, academics 

and industry representatives.  The fact that they were all working towards the 

Conference and would participate in the event, which was something different to the 

usual assessment regime, developed a greater sense of team and belonging.  This, in 

turn, created greater student engagement in the learning process.  Students also 

reported a sense of belonging that was reflected by students (those who had a 

mentoring role) appreciating the positive impact that this mentoring had on the first 

year students.  These students noted that they could see how the motivation of a 

first student can be different to that of a third year student.    

 

The second category deals with student perceptions of their degree and university, 

and the Conference itself.  It appears that the Conference had a positive effect on 

student perceptions of these, which we argue is important for several reasons.  

Firstly, as students develop a greater sense of pride in and association with their 

institution, they are more likely to engage with it and their studies.  Secondly, as 

students’ perceptions of the reputation with their institution and degree improve, so 

does their sense of where it will take them.  Additionally, being able to attract strong 

representation of industry on campus, with industry intrinsically involved in the 

assessment provided important validation to students of the university and their 

degree.   

 

Given the prior literature concerning satisfaction and student learning, it is apparent 

that the Conference was positively received by students.  Preliminary analysis of the 

Conference outcomes shows that students enjoyed the day with an average score of 

4.18 out of 5 (where 1 is ‘very poor’ and 5 is ‘excellent’) based on 17 satisfaction 

measures.  In addition, of the surveyed participants 95% strongly agreed or agreed 

that overall they were satisfied with the Conference, with 87% indicating that the 

concept of the Conference was well received..  Furthermore, 79% of participants 

strongly agreed or agreed that the Conference was relevant to their 

vocational/professional needs.   

 

The effort deliver a realistic (professional) conference appears have been successful 

with industry and student participants offering comments in the surveys such as: 

 
“it was like a real world conference, the stands (the freebies) and the sessions 

held.  It gave students access to listen to people and interact with people that 

they would not normally have access to, to assist them in ascertaining whether 

Financial Planning is for them” (industry participant) 

 

 “ ... it was really, really good to get an insight into the industry to see 

representatives from the industry, and to feel like it was a real world cause you 

spend so much time with your head in books, it was a really good reality trip” 

(student participant). 
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It is argued that the overall satisfaction with the Conference and perception as a real 

world experience are important attributes to facilitate student learning and student 

motivation.  

 

These factors lead to greater motivation and engagement, key issues for students in 

terms of many factors (for example progression, performance and skills 

development).  We note that the survey data supported this: 84% of the industry 

participants agreed or strongly agreed that the Conference gave a positive 

impression of the Financial Planning Degree at the university.  This then increased to 

87% in terms of the Conference giving a positive impression of Financial Planning 

students at the University.  Even greater, an outstanding 92% of industry 

respondents indicated that the Conference gave a positive impression of the 

university.  There was also a self reported increase in confidence in beginning a 

career in financial planning (41%). Also, it appeared that students were truly 

appreciative of the staff and the University for going the extra distance in organising 

the Conference.   

 

The third category is student sense of ‘profession’, which has two factors: 

understanding their profession and excitement about their future career.  On the 

former, the Conference provided students with a greater sense of the profession, 

Financial Planning, that they were seeking to enter.  This predominately stems from 

the extent of the representation of different industry players.  This provided students 

with a broad understanding of the sector while demonstrating to students the 

different career pathways and entry points within financial planning.  

 
“.. if you know more about financial planning at the beginning of your degree it 

would be a lot more motivating ”  
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Table 3:  

Impact of the Conference on Student Motivation 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Category Effect No Quote 

1 The bigger picture    

A sense of belonging + 1 “It made me feel like I was actually part of something instead of just coming here, going to a couple of lectures.  It was something 

different and it made me feel like I was actually doing something” 

  2 “It did sort of make me feel like part of the team because we were all at the conference together and we were all sort of going 

through the same thing” 

Taking a leadership role + 3 “I think if I was in first year I would have enjoyed having a third year to guide me because, they were, even just some things like, 

going to the library showing them some things on the computers, they were like, oh it’s good that we’re working with you sort of 

thing.  So I would have been a first year it would have been a good experience” 

  4 “Additional responsibilities associated with doing it and being in Retirement and Estate Planning with first years, oh my god, cause 

you don’t realise it at the time, when you are in first year but they just sort of don’t have any drive at that time.  Like it took me a 

long time to be motivated and it’s hard to try to get first years in the same frame of mind as you” 

  5 “I guess it sort of taught be bit more about leading cause you have to be the person hounding people and gathering them up and 

that sort of thing, so I think the things I learnt most from a 3
rd

 years perspective is how to motivate people and how to be a guide” 

2: Student Perception of:     

The degree and 

institution 

+ 6 “It made me like Griffith University a little bit more...because people were proud of our uni and everything and it made me like it 

even more.  It had a good impact, that’s all I can say” 

  7 “Recognition, because the course was seen by the industry as on the leading edge” 

  8 “I think it had a good reputation, I mean I think it impacted on good reputation because all these people from different industries 

came and had a good day and that could be something that can be published somewhere in the university” 

  9 “showed that Griffith was sort of in the forefront of the financial planning and so far I have spoken to a fair few people and people 

do recognise Griffith Uni as one of the premier courses in financial planning, sort of on the cutting edge” 

  10 “I think we are very special students….the university is very concerned about the students and to make them, know about the 

other outside uni, the other industries, to spread their knowledge and make it in real life” 

The event + 11 “Griffith University is concerned about the student, and they want the student to be involved and be good for this field and good 

for the other field” 

  12 “It was good because it was something different.  You don’t normally get to do conferences as such, it is more exams and study and 

assignments.” 

  13 “They are going beyond, they are trying to make it more interesting” 

  14 “It showed that Griffith actually does care, …, it was to help students to network and to help on their skills … and to teach them 

more about the industry and I think it was also to demonstrate to people in the field, what the financial planning degree at Griffith 

does …” 

  15 “So the amount of effort that was done for my benefit and the amount that I actually got out of it winning the award and that sort 

of stuff um as I said it was better than when you walk out of the final exam and that sort of thing, and you know as I said there was 

a lot of things done for what I thought was a very good day” 

  16 “I always thought it was a good day, it was probably one of the highlights of going to uni” 

3: Sense of profession    

Understanding their 

profession 

+ 17 “You just learn more about the profession that you’re studying which for me is a little bit far off from what I’m going to do when 

I’m finished but it gives you, you really get to see what financial planning is like” 

  18 “all the people speaking, you have a round view of what the industry is going to be like when you finish” 

  19 “because different organisations probably have different processes and that sort of thing so it was good.  For example when the 

people in the conference were talking about their different companies, like the smaller based ones are different from the larger 

ones” 

  20 “It also showed that within financial planning there are different fields, there are different areas that you can go” 

  21 “Last semester I learnt the most about the financial planning industry than I ever have.  I never had any idea before until this” 

  22 “I think early on cause it gives you something more to aim towards, like there are a lot of people who come to uni, but if you have 

something more to focus on, like if there is a reason why you are at uni, then it is a good idea, and if you know more about financial 

planning at the beginning of your degree it would be a lot more motivating” 

  23 “It sort of greatly helped, it has changed my attitude a bit and I see financial planning as helping people and I think essentially if you 

don’t see that you probably not in it for the right reasons” 

  24 “…it is not about making the money and trying to sell insurance products, it’s trying to protect people” 

  25 “How people changed my perspective completely and the responsibility that I now carry.  Because I think when I first got into, 

when I applied for the course I was thinking it would be just, I would work out maybe what funds that person should invest and it 

would be somebody’s else’s job to actually say ok this is the best one for you or you could choose this one or that one.  But that is 

also my responsibility and I have to take care of that person because they put that much trust in me” 

Motivation/excitement re 

their future career 

+ 26 “I wasn’t really sure if I was interested in going into financial planning but it definitely has encouraged me to go into that field a lot 

more” 

  27 “I actually preferred doing financial planning after that day and I actually got more interest for that subject after that conference 

definitely, hearing those people and everything” 

  28 “it actually sort of re-inspired me a little bit with financial planning, I was looking at doing accounting at that stage and just giving 

financial planning a bit of a miss, so it sort of re-inspired me and showed me that people out there that sort of hold true to the 

philosophy of what a financial planning seems to be heading the direction.  And the more people that I have spoken since, it seems 

to be everyone’s goal is to be like that or moving in that direction rather than just the funds under management sales and all that 
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This knowledge and clarity appeared to influence students’ motivation towards their 

studies by affirming their choice of career path and replacing a degree of uncertainty 

and trepidation with excitement. We contend that this is important for students in 

terms of their motivation towards their studies which in turn influences their 

progression, academic performance, student retention and engagement with their 

program and institution. 

 

Overall, a key outcome of the Conference was the positive influence of students’ 

motivation towards their studies and hence we argue a positive response to the 

second research question. 

 

Conclusion 
Financial planning education has in most cases been limited to theoretical knowledge 

development, with few examples of professional skill development integrated into the 

curriculum. This is curious given the highly communicative nature of the financial 
planning industry and the increasing pressure on tertiary institutions in terms of 

teaching and learning performance and the increasing popularity of WIL.  With this in 

mind an industry-student conference was designed and delivered in a financial 

planning program.  This Conference brought industry, students and academics 

together and had the result of engendering continuing links and participation of 

industry in the program. For students, the Conference has enabled them to see the 

link between their theoretical studies and professional application, and to acknowledge 

how these are important to the profession they will enter.   

 

In this way for a number of students the ‘penny dropped’ in terms of their 

understanding of the course material and the commitment to their study/career path.  

It seems that the presence of industry representatives, and their involvement in the 

assessment of student presentations, provided motivation for students to work harder 

and ensure they knew their material.  In addition it provided an opportunity for 

students to practise and improve their oral presentations skills, whilst becoming more 

involved in their studies.  This included mentoring between third and first year 

students in one of the group assessment items. 

 

We contend that the Conference had a direct positive influence on student learning 

and student motivation, both key factors in teaching and learning performance for 

tertiary institutions as well as providing various other direct benefits for the students.   

In addition to the benefits that may arise to the tertiary institutions for engagement in 

WIL activities (for example reputational, student retention and industry relationships), 

we note that there are benefits for individual academics such as the potential ability to 

work in a team, develop a sense of belonging and ownership over a program, better 

student outcomes in courses, more engaged students and the opportunity to develop 
industry relationships, to name a few.  Accordingly we encourage academics to engage 

in WIL activities. Similarly we encourage tertiary institutions to develop the 

environment to allow for this to happen by fostering a student learning centred 

approach, providing funding and resources for such activities to occur, and reward 

positive outcomes.  This we suggest may lead to improved outcomes for all 

stakeholders. 

 

Limitations 

The findings of this paper need to be considered in light of several limitations, the first 

of which is the limited sample size and the case study approach (one conference with 

one cohort of students) which raise external validity issues.  In addition, the measures 

of learning improvements were obtained through self-reported data rather than 

measures of actual learning and development. 
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Future Research 

The outcome of this initial research points to avenues for further research in terms of 

conducting a longitudinal study which tracks the learning and development of students 

in WIL programs with pre and post measures and a control group.  This would provide 

further understanding of the impact of WIL initiatives on students’ learning and 

motivation.   

While not directly tested in this study (this would require longitudinal data and 

analysis), we are able to extrapolate from the qualitative data and make inferences in 

relation to the influence of the Conference model on the transferability of students 

skills to the workplace.   
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