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“The quality of a university is measured more by the kind of student it turns out than the kind it takes in.”  

Robert J. Kibbee 
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Executive summary 

This project commenced with the aim of scoping the challenges facing Built Environment and 

Design (BED) Education1

In pursuing understanding of this central challenge this study has focused on new graduates 

in BED disciplines by canvassing their views and those of two other major stakeholder groups 

(academic staff and professional practitioners in the disciplines studied).  The first crucial 

years of a young graduate’s life in the workforce are shaped by a number of fa ctors including 

the quality of the transition -to-work experience. The quality of this life -shaping transition is 

dependent on a range of factors including the ways in which graduates are educated in 

universities, their personal developmental characteristics and those of the professional 

people around them and the preparedness of workplaces and other professional groups to 

guide new recruits through the transition experience.  This study makes recommendations 

about how the variations in transition experience , resulting from the vagaries of all these 

factors across a range of worksites, may be better understood, perhaps normalised, and, at 

least, supported.   

.  Early and rich conversations with a range of stakeholders – 

academics, professionals and graduates in their early years of practice – quickly clarified that 

the singular challenge for most parties centres on the ways in which courses prepare 

graduates for the pace, diversity and flux of contemporary professional practice.  

The study proceeded through literature review, focus group interviews, national online 

survey and workshops.  Through all these methods a number of challenges and factors 

essential to the transition experience, and the quality of education which precedes it, were 

identified.  Firstly the study found further evidence of the importance of higher -order 

graduate capabilities, namely, the development of judgment, critical enquiry and strategic 

thinking.  Alongside these capabilities the importance of the development of emotional 

intelligence, particularly interpersonal and social skills, was stressed by all stakeholders.  At 

the time of writing the global economic crisis was providing challenges to the sector and its 

young graduates. This phenomenon proved the value of the development of resilience and 

persistence in graduates, the education system was called upon by all stakeholders as a 

place where the future -proofing of neophytes would ensure that the unknown challenges of 

the future could also be confronted.  The study found that the challenges of transition to 

work are best supported by authentic undergraduat e experiences both on and off campus, 

inside and outside classrooms, and that commencing professional life is made easier for new 

graduates when university courses and workplace settings develop, sustain and support high 

standards and high expectations of students. All these findings indicate the importance of 
                                                           
1 Including the disciplines of architecture, landscape architecture, interior design, industrial design, urban and 
regional planning, construction management, quantity surveying, property economics, civil engineering . 
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stakeholder expectations, roles and responsibilities in respect of the transition-to-work 

experience.  Whilst full agreement about how these things should occur is not necessary, a 

process (amongst stakeholders) which seeks value alignment around transition through 

discussion, debate and agenda-setting would probably assist to address what is seen as a 

major challenge in built environment and design education.  

In light of these factors and findings the  study recommends three major, and interlinked, 

courses of action to support built environment and design education, namely:  

1. The establishment (or location within an existing body/bodies)  of a national good 
practice guide and network to help ensure that th e transition-to-work of BED 
graduates is supported and sustained across the sector. This guide and network 
should determine, for the benefit of graduates and the workplaces they enter, the 
ways in which curriculum, academic practice and professional workplaces can adapt 
to ensure effective transition to work.  

2. The conduct of a national conversation about transition -to-work for BED graduates 
to help shape policy and practice. This conversation should be ongoing and inclusive 
of all stakeholders. Discussion should be led from the highest levels of professional 
education in the BED disciplines. A coordinated effort to align academic and 
professional values through this conversation and debate is likely to assist the 
nation’s BED neophytes to make a better fist of transition to working life through the 
explication, exploration and clarification of roles and responsibilities.  

3. The development and implementation of a range of transition -to-work strategies 
designed to ameliorate the negative effects of t he transition experience and to 
promote its importance to both the professions and the career development of 
young BED professionals. This recommendation is made on the premise that such a 
transition is likely to be made more effectively in an environment where professions, 
professional practices and academic environments undertake to ‘do’ a range of 
things to assist graduates make this transition. 

Currently, the work of academics in BED disciplines and that of the BED professions in 

practice is relatively silent on the issue of graduate transitions aside from anecdotes and 

war-stories from graduates, employers and academics alike. At a time when outcome 

standards are receiving national attention, this study has revealed that the silence is not one 

of quiet agreement but rather more a symptom of lack of discussion about a very important 

issue in the development of the built environment and design workforce. There is a great 

deal to be gained by establishing and nurturing the conversation about transitions -to-work 

and to use the resultant agreements and tensions to shape the outcomes of courses and the 

ways in which the professions meet graduates on entry.  
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Recommendations 

This report proposes the following three recommendations.  

RECOMMENDATION 1 
Establish a guiding framework defining Built Environment 
and Design stakeholder roles and responsibilities  

 

Reference 

    

Challenges [C] C3: Future proofing (e.g. collaborative preparedness 
paradigm shifts, e.g. Global Economic Crisis); 
C4: Stakeholder roles, responsibilities and value alignment; 
C5:  Evaluating work experience; 
C6: Stakeholder engagement and enforcing higher standards. 

 Section 4.3 

    

Issue To generate better understanding of what occurs during the 
transition-out phase from student-learner to engaged-
professional, a better understanding of specific roles and 
responsibilities of each stakeholder is required. Additionally, 
industry expectations surrounding student/graduate 
capabilities vary between disciplines (e.g. technical skills, 
discipline specific knowledge etc.).  

  

    

Background Literature indicates that better understanding of the specific 
learning that occurs during the transitional phase2

 
 is 

necessary. This is because pressure is directed mostly toward 
universities as mediums for fostering and creating lifelong, 
flexible, adaptable learners, there is now an ever increasing 
need for universities to constantly redefine their general 
education outcomes. However, there seems to be little 
exploration regarding the type and quality of contribution 
from the broader discipline (including; professional 
associations, workplaces, as well as graduates). 

Section 2.2 
Section 2.3  
Section 4.3 
Table 6 
Figure 10 
Figure 11 
Figure 12 
Figure 13 
Figure 14 
Section 5.1 
 
 

    

Response  Stronger links between academia and practice must be 
established to ensure BED graduates are well rounded both 
technically and socially and can engage and contribute to 
their discipline as productively as is possible during the 
critical transition-t-work phase of their careers. 
 

It is necessary to discuss, identify and document how 
stakeholders should work together to meet future 
challenges.  
Establish and maintain a sustainable network (community of 
practice) – designed to collaborate, develop and disseminate 
a national ‘good practice’ guide (graduate transition in BED 
disciplines) – to help ensure quality across the sector. 
 

Universities need to provide a platform to educate and 
replicate work-based models of social interaction. Greater 
understanding of workplace culture and understanding the 
context of working order would help to close the current 
‘learning’ gap that exists between graduate and professional. 

  

 

                                                           
2 Within the first three years of graduation  
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RECOMMENDATION 2  
Alignment of academic and professional values 

 

Reference 

    

Challenges [C] C4: Stakeholder roles, responsibilities and value alignment; 
C5: Evaluating work experience; 
C6: Stakeholder engagement and enforcing higher standards. 

 Section 4.3 

    

Issue The disparity between academic and professional values and 
expectations.  

  

    

Background One major trend is the ever widening ‘transitional’ gap 
experienced by students as they embark on a professional 
career beyond university. Understanding the learning that 
occurs during the transition-to-work phase is complex. 
There are many competing agendas and so defining them 
all can be difficult. One major consideration is defining 
‘work ready’ and the notion of lifelong learner versus 
‘training’. 

 Section 2.2 
Section 4.3 
Section 4.5.1 
Section 5.1 
Section 5.1.2 
Figure 18 
Figure 19 
Table 7 

    

Response  Specific BED definitions work and learning capabilities must 
be identified, documented and disseminated across the 
sector. This might occur by targeting students’ final year of 
study to help align University value system with capabilities; 
thus closing the gap that currently exists. This may also 
include benchmarking capabilities and identifying [or 
developing] best practice scenarios. Another possibility might 
be the evaluation and dissemination of a series of best-
practice toolkits for the BED academic and professional 
sectors.  

In addition to defining capabilities, greater involvement from 
the professions is required during a students’ course of 
study. It is proposed that professional associations should 
work closely with universities to build and maintain this 
network. 
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RECOMMENDATION 3  
Develop and implement better transition-to-work 
strategies 

 

Reference 

    

Challenges [C] C1: Development of critical thought and lifelong learning; 
C2: Interpersonal and social skills; 
C5: Evaluating work experience. 

 Section 4.3 

    

Issue Lack of collaboration between academia and industry in 
supporting appropriate development of non-technical 
capabilities of graduates. 

  

    

Background There have been numerous studies exploring the links 
between graduate capabilities from both working and 
academic contexts, most of which aim to better 
understand student capabilities, lifelong learning 
development and transition to work strategies. However, 
identifying how graduates transfer generic capabilities 
from university to work is difficult. 

 

It has been identified that only the skilled and flexible 
learners will be able to flourish in the changing contexts of 
an increasingly interconnected and complex society. 

Section 2.2 
Section 2.3 
Section 4.3 
Table 7 
Figure 17 
Section 5.1 
Section 5.1.1 
Section 5.1.2 
 

    

Response  Strategies to improve student interpersonal and social 
capabilities such as – leadership, confidence and humility 
must be developed. Furthermore, developing ways of 
improving graduates’ capacity to engage in good judgement, 
critical thinking and lifelong learning is necessary. Universities 
and professional associations need to develop ways of 
working together to address these issues in order to better 
facilitate successful graduate transition to work. 
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PART 1: Background: project overview 

1.1 Project overview 

This project set out to identify , research, review and scope the key issues facing built 

environment (quantity surveying, construction management, project management, property 

economics, spatial science, planning, and civil engineering) and design (architecture, interior 

design, industrial design, landscape architecture) education across the sector. This project 

aims to advance professional education in these disciplines and the transdisciplinary spaces 

across them by: 

�Æ Identifying the changing nature of professional practice in built environment and 

design disciplines, particularly the impacts of changing modes of practice 

(integrated practice), technology and globalisation ; 

�Æ Establishing a sustainable network amongst academic and professional communities 

in these disciplines to advance professional education in them; and 

�Æ Establishing a more appropriate and future -orientated agenda to support 

professional education development in these disciplines. 

For the purposes of this study professional practice refers to those work venues where the  

disciplines nominated above, sometimes with others, bring their skills together to solve often 

complex transdisciplinary problems related to building and infrastructure. In professional 

practice teams of professional people work together using both pre -existing technical 

knowledge and by developing new knowledge through the work they do together.  

For this report professional education is defined as that set of activities undertaken, within 

universities and with their professional practice partners, which a im to ensure that graduates 

have both technical knowledge that maps to contemporary professional practice and generic 

capabilities that emphasise the disciplines named herein are subject to professional statutory 

registration or licensing; the capacity to become a registered or licensed professional 

practitioner is a significant objective of professional education in the disciplines here named. 
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1.2 Research questions 

The study addresses the following research questions: 

�Æ How is built environment and design education currently configured to ensure the 

work readiness of graduates for working life in the professions? In this, what works 

well? 

�Æ What are the professional futures of graduates in the built environment and design?  

�Æ What do programs and learning and teaching initiatives need to be to ensure work -

readiness of graduates? 

1.3 Approach and information sources 

STAGE OBJECTIVE ACTION 
OUTCOME/ DISSEMINATOIN 
STRATEGY 

1 

SCOPE 

Identify and describe the key challenges for 
built environment and design education, 
particularly those challenges resulting from 
changing modes of practice, rapid 
technological change and globalization, 
through a survey of the Australian professions 
which graduates enter as novice.  

LITERATURE 

REVIEW 

Completed. Disseminated 
through this report as well as 
Conference papers (WACE, 
AUBEA, AAEE) and AUBEA 
workshop (refer to page VIII 
for reference information) 

2 

EXPLORE 

Explore ways (including work-integrated 
learning, authentic learning and transition-to-
work strategies) in which disciplines in 
universities may develop their teaching and 
learning processes to better equip graduates 
for life in contemporary professions. 

SEMINAR 

FOCUS GROUPS 

SURVEY 

WORKSHOP 

Completed, findings presented 
in this report and associated 
publications. 

3 

EVALUATE 

Evaluate the quality of programs (in 
participating institutions in the first instance) 
for their capacity to address the challenges 
identified above and provide a written review 
of their capacity. 

ONGOING 
See Part 5: Discussion and 
Recommendations and Part 6: 
The Way Forward. 

4 

DEVELOP 

Develop a framework for promoting (within 
universities, their partner professional 
associations and related professional practice) 
future-oriented professional education in the 
built environment and design disciplines. 

ONGOING Refer to Part 5: Discussion and 
Recommendations. 
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1.4 Stakeholder Engagement 

Table 1 provides a summary of stakeholder engagement throughout each stage of the project.  

Table 1: Summary of stakeholder engagement  

STAKEHOLDER INVOLVEMENT 

Universities (their staff, students and recent graduates) 
in which programs in built environment and design 
disciplines are offered. 

The following universities were requested to forward 
the survey to their Built Environment and Design staff, 
final year students and recent graduates/alumni: 

QUT, UNSW, RMIT, UTS, Curtin, and UniSA. 

The scoping project canvassed ways in which 
academics; professionals, final year students and 
recent graduates view the changing nature of 
professional practice in built environment and design 
disciplines, particularly the impacts of changing modes 
of practice (integrated practice), technology and 
globalisation and gauged the perspectives of each 
stakeholder regarding the work-readiness of 
graduates in these disciplines. 

It is anticipated that each stakeholder will participate 
in future research aiming to establish a more 
appropriate and future-oriented agenda to support 
professional education development in these 
disciplines.  

Universities, their staff, final year students and recent 
graduates were included through conduct of surveys 
and participation in focus groups (representatives 
from QUT were invited to participate in the focus 
groups) designed to map courses and programs 
against the future needs of the professions. 

The following professional associations were requested 
to forward the survey to their members: 

AIQS, AIB, API, SSI, SBQ, PIA, EA, BAQ, RAIA, and 
DIA. 

These educational sub-bodies represented the official 
arms of associations of professional people and the 
practices they work for. The education arms are 
often, though not always, located within groups of 
universities and these bodies were canvassed for their 
sector-wide views of preparing graduates for 
integrated practice, a technologically different future 
and globalisation. These bodies have profound impact 
on the accreditation of programs and graduates so 
their views about future-readiness were considered 
important. Members were included in surveys to 
identify future professional practice needs.  

In addition to this, members of the Australasian 
Universities Building Education Association (AUBEA) 
were also included in a workshop hosted during the 
AUBEA conference in July 2009.  

Multi-disciplinary, national professional practices where 
disciplines being studied and developed work together. 

The following professional bodies were requested to 
forward the survey to their staff and recent 
graduates/alumni: GHD, Hassell, Sinclair Knight Merz, 
and Woods Bagot. 

Large practices were involved to ensure that a focus 
on the reality of working life in the professions is 
maintained. A number of large organisations have 
offices in the cities of the participating universities. 
These practices were included to ensure that a 
contemporary multi-disciplinary view of professional 
practice was maintained throughout the study. These 
worksites may become grounds for experimentation 
and future project work. Professional staff and recent 
graduates were included through conduct of the 
survey and participant in focus groups 
(representatives in Brisbane were invited to 
participate in the focus groups). 
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1.5 Linkages 

Disciplinary and interdisciplinary linkages  

This project crosses many disciplines in built environment (quantity surveying, construction 

management, project management, property economics, spatial science, planning, civil 

engineering) and design (architecture, interior design, industrial design, landscape 

architecture). The aim of this project was to provide a ‘scope/view’ of the current landscape of 

professional education in the built environment and design disciplines. In order to do this 

various professional and academic representations were required. A seminar was held in July 

2008 in order to establish the framework for a sustainable network for continuing development 

in this area (beyond the completion of the project). This seminar was organised to coincide 

with the ADBED Executive Deans meeting in July 2008. This exchange provided an opportunity 

to gauge responses and feedback from not only the project team, and discipline 

representatives but also from Executive Deans of the disciplines in question.  

Furthermore, representatives from the academic institutions as well as representatives from 

professional project partners were invited to be part of a future focused sustainable network. 

Participants at the seminar indicated their interest in pursuing this  further. Consequently, it is 

intended the findings will be disseminated firstly, to the project partners as well as the 

Executive Deans of ADBED for evaluation and comment. From this it is anticipated that the 

findings will be distributed to the wider discipline specific communities and utilised as a 

catalyst for future discussions and research planning. 

Rich learning emerged as a result of this project is. It is anticipated that the findings and 

subsequent recommendations will further advance the BED disciplines by contributing to 

knowledge surrounding professional education. Challenges and future trends have been 

highlighted and discussed in detail in Parts 4, 5 and 6.  

Links with other ALTC projects  

It is anticipated that this project will comple ment the following recently completed ALTC 

initiatives. 

Discipline specific studies, direct links3

1. Engineering for the Future: addressing the supply and quality of Australian 
engineering graduates for the 21

 

st century4

                                                           
3 These studies have been identified because of their discipline focus and relevance to the objectives of this project. 

. Report completed (2008), lead institution: 
University Technology Sydney and the Australian Council of Engineering Deans 
(ACED). 

4 For further details – see also Part 5, section 5.1 
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2. Understanding Architectural Education in Australasia. Report completed5

3. Identification of Teaching and Instructional Issues and Opportunities for the 
Construction Management, Quantity Surveying and Building Survey Disciplines. Report 
to be completed (2009), lead institution: The University of Newcastle.  

 (2008), lead 
institution: The University of Newcastle.  

 

Similar studies, indirect links6

4. The WIL (Work Integrated Learning) report: A national scoping study. Report 
completed (2008), lead institution: Queensland University of Technology. 

 

5. Experiential Placements in Pharmacy ‘Quality Indicators for Best Practice Approaches 
to Experiential Placements in Pharmacy Programs’. Report completed (2008), lead 
institution: University of South Australia.  

6. Sustainable and Evidence-based Learning and Teaching Approaches to the 
Undergraduate Psychology Curriculum. Report completed (2008), lead institution: The 
University of New South Wales. 

Non ALTC 

7. Australasian Survey of Student Engagement (AUSSE) 

This study contributes to a national directive for future planning of the Built Environment 

(Engineering and Design) disciplines through the provision of recommendations for industry 

and academia that serve to narrow the gap that currently exists between academic -based and 

practice-based knowledge/experience. Specifically focussing on graduates and the issues 

surrounding the transition to work that occurs within the first three years of graduation 7

Overall it was concluded that stronger links between academia and practice need to be 

established to ensure Built Environment and Design graduates are well rounded both 

technically and socially in order to engage and contribute to their discipline as productively as 

is possible in the transition-to-work phase of their careers. 

. 

                                                           
5 For further details – see also Part 5, section 5.1 
6 Studies that may not bare a direct discipline link, however, they have the ability to compliment future work through 
knowledge transfer – exploring and building of knowledge gained from similar work located within a different discipline 
context. 
7 In this instance “graduate” is defined as a person who has completed a university qualification in a built environment 
and/or design discipline since 30th June 2005. 



 

 

  

PART 2 
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PART 2: Background literature  

This section of the report provides a preliminary scope of current literature surrounding design  

and built environment (BED) practice initiatives. It focuses specifically on identifying the 

changing nature of professional practice, student/graduate  capabilities, education and 

learning. Furthermore, insights into future trends in built environment and  design related 

disciplines are also provided. 

2.1 The changing nature of professional practice 

Introduction  
Globalisation, technological advancement, global economic pressures and job shortages only 

serve to highlight the critical timing of this research for the future planning of BED disciplines. 

Exploring how BED disciplines will evolve to meet these demands, and appropriately 

identifying specific stakeholder roles and responsibilities, is difficult.   

As outlined in section 1.1, one of the aims of this study was to identify the changing nature of 

professional practice in built environment and design disciplines, particularly the impacts of 

changing modes of practice (integrated practice), technology and globalisation. The 

proceeding sections will briefly overview seminal and current literature surrounding these 

issues. 

In Australia, the need for built environment and design professionals is acute given the 

ongoing investment in infrastructure required to advance economic development and national 

prosperity. Changing modes of practice require new types of skills and knowledge sets so that 

graduates are well prepared for emerging practice paradigms. The importance of mainta ining 

skills that are current and relevant on graduation is critical

Scope 

8

                                                           
8 See also the Employability Skills for the Future report by the Commonwealth of Australia (2002) which states that “all 
young people need a set of personal attributes and skills that will prepare them for both employment and further 
learning. It is also recognised that the ongoing employability of individuals is dependent on them having a set of 
relevant skills, as well as a capacity to learn how to learn new things”.  

 for the mass of recruits entering 

these disciplines each year. It is also essential that professional education prepares graduates 

to make sound, ethical (especially in relation to sustainability and globalisation), and 

technologically appropriate, well-founded decisions on behalf of the community (Sullivan and 

Rosin 2008).   
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Changing modes of practice (a move to integrated practice9), technological development 

(emergence of building information modelling systems10) and globalisation have inexorably 

altered these professions (Sullivan 2005, ICSID 2007) while at the same time there remains a 

need for professional people to work in the ethical service of their communities. T he impact of 

this research will be to focus professional education in built environment and engineering on 

the changing needs of the practice in the service of the community.  It is anticipated that this 

research will assist the BED disciplines to promote teaching and learning for change in the 

professions (Boud 1998, Boud and Solomon 2001, Hutchings, Huber and Golde 2007).   

It is evident that globalisation is a heavily debated concept, with significant amounts of 

sociological literature, dedicated to debating not only its definition and features but also the 

extent to which it is a valid way of explaining changing social processes

Technology and globalisation 

11

The increased connections, nodes and flows of people, ideas and technology between cultures 

and nations indicates a structural shift away from bounded social activity toward activity that 

is increasingly mobile and global (Castells 1997, Langhorne 2001, Scholte 2008). As argued by 

Held and McGrew (2008, p. 3), central to the structural changes brought on by globalisation is 

‘contemporary informatics technologies and infrastructures of communication and 

transportation’.  While the heterogeneous nature of space and culture still matters, this time -

space compression (Harvey 1989) which sees the shrinking of spatial and temporal distance 

through technology,  has significant impacts for the ways in which people live, are educated 

and work

. Despite this ongoing 

academic discourse however, Held and McGrew’s (2008) definition of globalisation provides a 

broad means of conceptualizing the processes of a changing social order. Held and McGrew 

(2008, pp .2 -3) argue that what characterises globalisation is: (1) the stretching of social 

activities across national borders; (2) the intensification of the interconnectedness between 

local and global interactions; and (3) the accelerated pace of interchanges and interactions.  

12 and also for Built Environment and Design industry and disciplines in general, and 

educators and graduates in particular13

                                                           
9 Integrated practice refers to teams of architects, engineers, const ruction managers, quantity surveyors etc usually 
(but not necessarily) cooperating to create a single unified building information model with all aspects or architecture, 
structure, services etc fully integrated and resolved. 

. 

10 A 3D digital model of a building containing sufficient information to construct it without the use of additional drawings 
or specifications.  
11 See for example, Held et al (1999), Held & McGrew (2008) and Guillen (2001). 
12 See for example Gui and Maher (2007) who discuss the use of computer-mediated technology and the challenges for 
design ideation that it poses. Ghani (2007) also provides an interesting exploration on the impact of ICT on an 
architect’s perception on what constitutes a building.  
13 See for example McIntyre and Solomon (1999); Saini (2005); Beamish (2002); and Walker (2001). 
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2.2 Defining graduate capabilities 

There have been numerous studies exploring the links between graduate capabilities from 

both working and academic contexts, most of which aim to better understand student 

capabilities, lifelong learning development and transition to work strategies (Newport and Elms 

1997, Davies, Csete and Poon 1999, See for example, ACNielsen Research Services 2000, 

Bowden et al. 2000, Jolly 2001, Love, Haynes and Irani 2001, Commonwealth of Australia 

2002, Duignan 2002, Askew 2004, Johnston and McGregor 2004, Ahearn et al. 2005, Frank 

2005, Gibb 2005, Hargreaves and Boles 2005, Larkin, McKay and Angelos 2005, Savage 2005, 

Barrie 2006, Boles et al. 2006, Hutchings, Huber and Golde 2007, Oliver et al. 2007, DEEWR 

2008, and Zou 2008).  

For example, a study by Rogers and Mentkowski (2004) explored the context of ‘learning’ and 

identified  that the ‘multidimensional’ learning that occurs when working with all stakeholders 

is important. Furthermore, they noted that academics can ‘explicitly articulate liberal learning 

in the performance and enduring habits of alumni’ (2004, p.  371). However, Rogers and 

Mentkowski also acknowledge, that defining how graduates transfer generic capabilities from 

university to work is difficult.  

Emphasising the criticality of this issue, Boud (2000) states that only the skilled and flexible 

learners will be able to flourish in the changing contexts of an increasingly inter connected and 

complex society. Similarly, Boud and Hawke (2003) discuss the importance of students not 

only becoming lifelong learners, but also the ‘implicit in the notion of learning -how-to-learn is 

that of being an assessor of learning’ (p. 3).  In addition to this Boud and Solomon highlight 

the shifts in learning contexts, from university into the workplace “increasingly work and the 

workplaces are becoming key sites of and sources for the academic curriculum” (2000, p. 2) . 

This notion is supported by Roberts (2008, p. 1)  who states “that certain aspects of the 

development of professionals are best learned in the workplace, rather th an through more 

formal academic situations”. 

While Boud and Solomon (2000) may have highlighted the progressive shift in learning 

contexts from university to the workplace, this study overwhelming found that it is the 

university learning environment which is perceived to be the place where students learn all 

they need too – not just to be a skilled discipline -specific worker, but also to prepare students 

for lifelong careers – instilling capabilities that allow for intrinsic learning.   

Understanding the learning that occurs during the transition-to-work phase is complex14

                                                           
14 See also Webster (2006); Williams (2005); and Williams, Ostwald and Fuller (2007). 

. 

There are many competing agendas and so defining them all can be difficult. One major 
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consideration is defining ‘work ready’ and the notion of lifelong learner versus ‘training’ 15. As 

expressed by the ADBED Review of Australian Higher Education (2008) “Professional bodies, 

through accreditation do not focus on innovation but compliance”.  

It is often noticed that graduate outcomes desi red by individuals forming 
accreditation panels are those most needed for ‘work-ready’ graduates, able to 
perform for business in its current state. For universities to maintain their role in the 
formation of leaders for the emerging Australia, its economi es and businesses, the 
accreditation processes need to maintain a focus on innovation and leadership rather 
than ‘training for work’ (Australian Deans of Built Environment and Design 2008, p. 
4).  

Complicating the issue further, in its report on Professional Education and Credentialism 

(1996) The Higher Education Council outlines the difficulties facing universities and 

professional bodies when defining the route for professional education. 

In investigating the relationship between academic preparation for professional 
practice and the full requirements for entry to professions, the Council discovered 
that representatives from universities and professional bodies often do not have a 
widely informed understanding of the various routes to practice in their own fields 
(Higher Education Council 1996, p. xii) 

The interactions between universities and the professional bodies are complex, and 
their relationships over regulation and accreditation of courses are influenced by 
industry requirements, student demands, government policy, the regulatory 
environment, and globalisation (Higher Education Council 1996, p. 65). 

A study by Davies, Csete and Poon (1999) explored employer’s expectations of the 

performance of construction graduates. This study found that graduates and employers 

generally agree on the importance of a set of general skills. Interestingly, the study concluded 

that graduates are not as ill prepared for the workp lace as suggested by anecdotal evidence 

from employers. A limitation of this study and many others is that they have only surveyed 

graduates and employers: if universities are highlighted as the predominant environment for 

capability development, then it is important to ensure that the perspectives of this cohort are 

included as well. For example, a study of property education by Blake and Susilawati (2009) 

found that the key is to try to understand how university programs can better aid students 16

                                                           
15 See for example Watson and Howarth (2006). 

 in 

the transitions to the professional environment. The need to better understand the concerns 

of specific disciplines are important, but so too is it to understand/obtain holistic perspectives 

of all stakeholders. A study of constructions managers’ expectations and observations of 

graduates conducted by Love, Haynes and Irani explored the “expectation gap” between 

universities and industry. Interestingly, they found that “the essential personal attributes that 

are sought by potential employers include int elligence, flexibility, addictiveness, and the ability 

to deal with uncertainty and rapid change” (2001, p. 579) . However, they also state that “such 

16 See also Williams, Sher and Simmons (2008) for a exploration of Students’ Workload Pressures – specifically 
“Another lean time factor influencing these disciplines is students studying and working workloads, in particular the 
pressures of working in industry whilst studying an d its impact on learning” ( p. 5). 
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skills can only be acquired through experience and experiential learning” (Love, Haynes and 

Irani 2001, p. 583) .  

Generic skills may seem to offer the basis of just such a learning for an unknown 
future. Generic skills, by definition, are those that surely hold across manifold 
situations, even unknown ones. I want to suggest, however, that the idea of skills, 
even generic skills, is a cul-de-sac. In contrast, the way forward lies in construing 
and enacting a pedagogy for human being. In other words, learning for an unknown 
future has to be learning understood neither in term so knowledge or skills but of 
human qualities and dispositions. Learning for an unknown future calls, in short, for 
an ontological turn (2004, p. 247) . 

Barnett (2004) calls for better understanding of learning for an unknown future, in which he 

defines: 

The problem with Barnett’s statement is that understanding how curriculum should be shaped 

is not clearly defined. Blake and Susilawati (2009) found that ‘generally students and 

employers consistently perceived that the ‘transition out’ of university education to the 

profession was made more seamless by an integration of academic studies and professional 

work experience from the intermediate stages’ (p. 13) . This integration has been 

acknowledged by a variety of educational literature highlighting ‘an increasing shift to WIL 17,18 

modalities of program delivery, requires a cultural shift to increase the hosting capacity of the 

industry as a whole’ (Boles et al. 2006, p. 6; see also, Franz 2008). 

2.3 Summary 

In order to generate a better understanding of what occurs during the transition -out phase 

from student -learner to engaged-professional, a better understanding of specific roles and 

responsibilities of each stakeholder is required19. Furthermore, a better defini tion of  the 

relationships between capability development, the context in which they are embedded , and 

the subsequent learning that occurs is needed. The problem with this is that capabilities can 

vary between disciplines (e.g. technical skills, discipline specific knowledge etc). Literature 

indicates that better understanding of the specific learning that occurs during the transitional 

phase20 is necessary. This is because pressure is directed mostly toward universities21

                                                           
17 Work Integrated Learning. Similar initiatives identified in literature include: collaborative learning, situational 
learning, lifelong learning, interdisciplinary learning, reflection in learning, work -based learning, and project -based 
learning. 

 as 

mediums for fostering and creating lifelong, flexible, adaptable learners, there is now an ever 

increasing need for universities to constantly redefine their general education outcomes. 

However, there seems to be little exploration regarding the type and quality of contribution 

18 See also Russell (2004); Boles, Beck and Hargreaves (2005); and Dawes, Murray and Rasmussen (2005).  
19 Seel also Anderson (1982), (1993)  for definitions surrounding cognitive skills development i .e.: ‘ it requires at least 
100 hours of learning and practice to acquire any significant cognitive skill to a reasonable degree of proficiency” 
(1982, p.  369). Also, see Billett (1996) and Billett (2001). 
20 Within the first three years of graduation.  
21 See also Part 4, section 4.4 (Figure 14). 
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from the broader discipline (including; professional associations, workplaces, as well as 

graduates)(Savage, Davis and Miller 2009). 

Thus, this research differentiates itself from previous work because it sets out to understand 

better the perspectives of each stakeholder, not just one. Moreover, whilst a challenge, 

focusing broadly on all Built Environment and Design disciplines has provided a platform for 

developing a research approach better suited to defining commonalities between disciplines; 

as well as avenues for future professional and pedagogical development.  



 

 

  

PART 3 
METHODOLOGY 
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PART 3: Methodology 

3.1 Approach overview 

To better understand the changing nature of professional practice in built environment and 

design disciplines and ways to establish a more appropriate and future-oriented agenda in 

these disciplines, key stakeholders (professionals, academics and students) were encouraged 

to parti cipate in a seminar22, focus groups, an online survey and a large discussion group23

The daylong seminar, designed to canvass the views and perspectives of industry stakeholders 

and collectively to identify a research framework, was held in Brisbane and att ended by 35 

participants.  

. 

Three exploratory focus groups were conducted in Brisbane with each of the three key target 

groups: professionals, academics and graduate/final year students. A n online survey was 

distributed nationally to each stakeholder.  

A large discussion group was held during the Australasian Building Education Association 

(AUBEA) conference during July 2009. This workshop was based on the format used during 

the focus groups (2008) but on a much larger scale (approximately 80 participants). The 

group demographic consisted (mostly) of academics (national and international 

representation) as well as representatives from professional associations including AIQS, AIB 

and RICS. 

3.2 Ethical considerations 

Ethical clearance for the focus groups and online survey was confirmed as meeting the 

requirements of the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. It was 

deemed Low Risk by the Queensland University of Technology, Office of Research, Research 

Ethics Unit.  

Participants were informed that the research findings would be disseminated through various 

media including a publically available research document as well as journal articles and 

conference papers (please refer to appendix E – Publications). 

Participation in the focus groups and online survey was voluntary and participants were made 

aware that they could withdraw at any stage of the project (before, during or after). 

Furthermore participants were informed that their anonymity would be pro tected. Only the 

                                                           
22 Workshop 1 – Seminar, July 2008. 
23 Workshop 2 – Large discussion group, July 2009. 
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lead institution (QUT) research team had access to any information that might identify 

participants. It was made clear that all identifiable information would be removed and , in the 

case of research publications, pseudonyms would be used. 

All research data were collected and stored in a secure, lockable space. Only the QUT research 

team have access to this data. The focus groups were audio recorded and transcribed. These 

audio recordings will be destroyed upon completion of the project.  

3.3 Stakeholder seminar — workshop 1 

A daylong seminar was hosted at QUT on 30 July 2008. Representatives from each 

stakeholder group were invited to attend. This included the QUT project team (n=3), 

academics (n=17), recent graduates (n=1) , professionals (n=3) including Industry partners , 

as well as representatives of Australian Deans of Built Environment and Design (n=10). 

Overall, representatives from the host university – QUT – and from Curtin University of 

Technology, Monash University, Swinburne University of Technology, The University of New 

South Wales (UNSW), The University of Newcastle, The University of Queensland (UQ), The 

University of Western Australia, University of Tasmania, and the University of Technology 

Sydney (UTS), as well as project partners GHD, and Sinclair Knight Merz (SKM) attended the 

seminar.  

3.4 Qualitative Methodology: focus groups 

To gain a greater insight into participant’s views and opinions about professional education in 

built environment and design, focus groups were conducted in Brisbane, Australia with each of 

the three target groups: professionals (n=8), academics (n=8) , and graduate/final year 

students (n=6). As an acknowledgement of  the time taken to participate in the focus group, 

participants received lunch and a $30 gift voucher.  One researcher led each focus group, 

using a semi-structured approach (see Appendix C for a copy of the focus group protocol ). 

Standard good practice interview and ethical protocols were followed, with the semi- structured 

discussion format focus groups lasting approximately one hour.  

The ‘Professional’ group comprised of senior managers, representing architecture (4), urban 

planning (1), quantity surveying (1) and engineering/project managers (2). Half were affiliated 

with the professional industry partners on the project; half were recruited through personal 

networks and target emails to local businesses in these disciplines.  

The ‘Academic’ group comprised of teaching staff, four females and four males, from 

landscape architecture (1), industrial design (1), architecture (2), interior design (2), property 
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economics (1) and civil engineering (1). All were recruited through a general faculty -wide 

email requesting participation.  

The ‘Final year student / Recent graduate’ group (FYS/RG) comprised of two females and four 

males, from industrial design (2 graduates, 1 final year), Architecture (1 graduate), civil 

engineering (1 final year) and urban planning (1 graduate). All were recruited through 

personal networks, asking final year coordinators and project partners to pass on the focus 

group details to potential participants.  

3.5 Qualitative Analysis: focus groups  

A semi-structured approach was utilised for the focus groups, this was centred on 

understanding the key challenges facing the built environment and design sectors and 

identifying the role each stakeholder (university, industry and students) can play in meeting 

these challenges.  A critical component was to understand how well prepared current 

graduates are for professional practice and what needs to be done to help better prepare 

students for this transition. A Thematic Analysis was undertaken on the focus group data to 

identify key themes. Transcripts and responses were analysed using a thematic approach, 

identifying categories, themes and patterns (Liamputtong and Ezzy 2005). The process of 

identifying, categorising and coding data, described by Punch (1998) as “putting tags, names 

or labels against pieces of the data” (p. 204), helps reduce and  simplify the vast amount of 

data and identify dominant themes. A key focus was to identify the extent of convergence or 

divergence in what stakeholder’s perceived to be the key issues facing built environment and 

design related disciplines.  

3.6 Quantitative Methodology: Survey 

Three specific groups of participants were encouraged to complete an online survey: 

professionals, academics and final year student/recent graduates (FYS/RG). The survey was 

distributed nationally via the project partners ( five universities, four large industry 

organisations; please refer to Appendix F for a copy of the survey instrument ), who forwarded 

the email and link to the survey to their networks. In addition, professional associations (AIQS, 

AIB, API, PIA, SBQ, EA, BAQ, RAIA, DIA, AILA) were contacted and asked to distribute the 

online survey to their membership. A total of 148 respondents across the nation completed the 

survey; professionals (n= 61), academics (n= 24), and final year students/recent graduates 

(n= 63).  
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3.7 Survey Measures 

The survey contained six main sections of questions covering professional education in built 

environment and design (BED):   

�x Graduate Capabilities – Assessment; 

�x Graduate Capabilities – Development;   

�x Importance of  Graduate Characteristics; 

�x Demonstration of Graduate Characteristics; 

�x Future Challenges for BED; and  

�x General demographics. 

In this instance ‘graduate’ is defined as a person who has completed a university qualification 

in a built environment and/or design discipline since 30th Ju ne 2005.  

Stakeholder perspectives were examined using a survey instrument developed by the 

researchers. This instrument included questions inspired by relevant literature as well as the 

following information sources:  

The paper by Davies, Csete & Poon (1999) Employer’s expectations of the performance of 

construction graduates, was useful. This paper presents a series of questions relating to the 

comparison of employers’ and gradates’ views on achieved skills, such as: work autonomously, 

work co-operatively as a team member, so on and so forth. Another helpful resource, included 

Oliver et al. (2007) and their paper Are our students work-ready?: Graduate and employer 

feedback. In this paper Oliver et al. outline the Alignment of graduate attr ibutes with 

eVALUate items. Aspects of these terms were utilised during the survey development sessions 

and influenced the final survey design. 
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Table 2: Alignment of Graduate Attributes in e VALUate items (Oliver  et al. 2007, pp. 2-3) 

 

 

Finally, the ACNielsen Research Services research report Employer Satisfaction with Graduate 

Skills (2000) was also a point of reference for this study . In particular Chart 3a (Figure 2) 

outlines the Importance of skills and competencies. This helped to guide the development of 
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additional capabilities measures including; creativity and flair, problem solving skills, and 

maturity.  

 
Figure 1: ACNeilsen (2000, p. 15)  chart 3a: Importance of skills and competencies  

The QUT research team developed the final survey. Through workshops and brainstorming the 

research team generated a list of desired skills and competencies. A research consultant was 

employed to oversee the survey development and to provide expert advice and guidance 

regarding the most appropriate line of questioning to ensure rich, valid qualitative and 

quantitative data were collected. It was decided that a current standardised method could not 

be used because this survey did not cater to one specific stakeholder. It was determined that , 

to have greater impact, one survey would be distributed to all stakeholders. Within the survey, 

participants would then be directed to subsequent questions based on their demographic 

profiling ( in the first section of the survey). It is for this reason that a new survey tool was 

workshopped, developed, trialled and then implemented.  The final survey measures 

contained questions separated into three sections: Background, Graduate Capabilities, and 

Perspectives: 

�x Section 1: Background  
o Occupation 
o Length of time in current occupation  
o Current employment status 
o Primary qualification 
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o Primary focus of academic work24

o Age 
  

o Gender 
o State (where they live)  

�x Section 2: Graduate Capabilities 
o Performance 
o Development 
o Importance (in professional practice)  
o Execution (how well) 
o Importance (to have experience)  

�x Section 3: Perspectives 
o Future challenges 
o Future challenges importance rating 
o Open-ended ‘anything else’ 
o Confidence regarding graduate preparedness 
o Capabilities 

�ƒ What have you (university), graduates and industry done well, what 
could be done better 25

�ƒ ‘Anything else’ 
 

3.8 Survey questions 

The survey questions were centred around gathering stakeholder perspectives on a range of 

issues relating to professional education, particularly aspects of transition to the workplace 

and graduate capabilities and workplace competence. It was important that the opinions of 

each stakeholder were reflected within the survey. As a result, a combination of closed-ended 

and open-ended questions was used to gather both qualitative and quantitative data.  

The responses to open-ended questions can be very useful, often yielding quotable material. 

The benefit of closed-ended questions is that they are easy to standardize, and data gathered 

from closed-ended questions lend themselves to statistical analysis (Fink, 1995).  

The survey was divided into three main sections as described below and as detailed on the 

following page:  

�x SECTION 1: Background Information; 

�x SECTION 2: Graduate Capabilities; and 

�x SECTION 3: Perspectives. 

                                                           
24 This is an example list of questions for a participant who identifies (in the first question) as ‘academic’. This question 
differed slightly for students/graduates/professionals 
25 This is another example of a question that would differ depending on how th e participants identified: in this instance, 
an ‘academic’ participant. 
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SECTION 1: Background Information 

Participant demographics 

General profiling questions were presented to each participant. Participants were requested to 

describe if they were a professional, academic, final year student, recent graduate26 or 

‘other’27

Table 3: Participant demographics - survey questions  

. Once they had selected an identity, they were then directed to a series of profiling 

questions as outlined in Table 3. 

Professionals Other Academic Final year student 
(FYS) 

Recent Graduate 
(RG) 

Which of the following best describes your occupation? 

In total, how long have you worked in your current occupation? 

From which of 
the following 
disciplines do you 
expect to 
graduate? 

From which of the 
disciplines did you 
graduate? 

Which of the following best describes your current employment 
status in your main job? 

Have you had any 
work experience 
in your discipline? 

Which if the 
following best 
describes your 
current work focus? 

Please estimate the number of full-time 
employees in your organisation? 

Which of the 
following best 
describes your 
primary 
qualification? 

If you have had 
work experience 
in your discipline, 
how much 
experience have 
you had? 

Have you had any 
work experience in 
your chosen 
discipline prior to 
graduating? 

Please estimate the number of graduates in 
your organisation? 

Which discipline 
is the primary 
focus of your 
academic work? 

 
If yes, how much 
experience did you 
have? 

Which of the following best describes your 
primary qualification?    

Which of the following best describes your 
current work focus? 

   

How often do you have contact with 
graduates in your organisation?    

What is your age? 

Please select your gender? 

Where do you live? 

Do you live in a Capital City? 

                                                           
26 After the completion of the survey all final year student and recent graduate data was complied to reflect one 
stakeholder ‘student’ (FYS/RG). It was important to separate these at t he beginning of the survey, so that statistically 
it could be calculated how many of each target group participated.  
27 It was necessary to include a ‘Other’ option – this ensured participants who taught or who worked part -time and 
studied part-time were included in the study. Once the survey had closed, these participants where then assigned a 
category based on their answer to the ‘number of years in your current occupation’.  



ALTC report: Professional Education in Built Environment and Design  

 

January 2010         Page 22 of 133 

SECTION 2: Graduate Capabilities 

Graduate Capabilities – Assessment  

After completing their background information (participant profiling) participants then 

assessed graduate capabilities against four key domains (21 items in total), as shown in Table 

4.  

Table 4: Graduate Capabilities  

Key domain Individual items 

1. Technical Skills (2 items) 

 
1. Technically capable  
2. Skills and knowledge in their field 
 

2. Personal Characteristics (8 
items) 

 
3. Ambitious  
4. Prepared to work hard 
5. Mature  
6. Articulate  
7. Ability to learn new things  
8. Tolerance of others [nationally, lifestyle, gender, 
religion]  
9. Ability to present well  
10. Ability to work well in a team 
 

3. Workplace Skills (6 items) 

 
11. Ethics and corporate responsibility  
12. Broad understanding of commercial realities  
13. Practical approach in a work environment  
14. Ability to work autonomously  
15. Flexible to a variety of work situations  
16. Productive from day one 
 

4. Professional Skills (5 items) 

 
17. Research 
18. Information literacy and computing 
19. Critical and conceptual thinking 
20. Analysis and problem solving 
21. Communication 
 

Academics and Professionals rated the performance of recent graduates in their organisation 

or university; and final year students/recent graduates (FYS/RG) were asked to self-rate.  All 

items were on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from extremely poor to excellent.  

Graduate Capabilities – Development  

Utilising the same Graduate Capabilities four domain questions (Table 4) participants were 

then asked to select where they thought graduates primarily developed these attributes, either 

at university, the wo rkplace, self-developed or not applicable.  
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Participants also assessed the relative importance of eight key graduate characteristics:  

Importance of Graduate Characteristics  

�x Positive attitude towards employment ; 

�x Loyalty, skills and knowledge in field;  

�x Professionalism; 

�x Ambition; 

�x Work-life balance; 

�x Creativity and innovation; and  

�x Willingness to learn. 

All items were on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from unimportant to  very important.   

Next, participants assessed the same eight key graduate characteristics on how well graduates 

demonstrated each in professional practice. Academics and professionals rated the 

performance of recent graduates in their organisation or university; and final y ear 

students/recent graduates (FYS/RG) were asked to self-rate. All items were on a 5 -point Likert 

scale, ranging from unimportant to  very important.  

Demonstration of Graduate Characteristics  

Finally, a single-item question assessed how important it was for students to have experience 

in their chosen discipline before graduation. This item was on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging 

from unimportant to  very important.  

SECTION 3: Perspectives 

Future challenges for built environment and design 

Participants were provided with a list of six challenges for t he future of built environment and 

design education:  

�x Rapid pace and change of technologies; 

�x The need to work across discipline boundaries (the transdisciplinary nature of 
practice);  

�x The fluidity of the labour market ; 

�x The changing context of the higher education sector;  

�x Preparing students to work globally;  and 

�x Engaging students. 

There was also an ‘other’ category. First, participants were requested to indicate whether they 

thought each was a challenge (yes/no). Next, they rated the importance of each challenge (on 

a 5 point Likert scale, ranging from unimportant to very important. ).  Finally, there were open -
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ended questions, asking participants: thinking of these challenges, if there was anything they 

would like to add?  

Assessment of university, industry & graduates  

To conclude the survey there were a series of open-ended questions asking participants to 

assess what they thought university, industry and students are doing well,  and what could be 

done better in preparing graduates for professional practice.  

3.9 Statistical analysis: Survey 

Analyses of the survey data were conducted using the Statistical Program for Social Sciences 

(SPSS) as well as Microsoft Excel, with the findings presented so they can be interpreted 

without detailed understanding of the statistical analyses utilised. Basic descriptive statistics 

such as frequencies, percentages, and means were calculated overall for all participants. 

Significant differences have been indicated where applicable. The main focus of this report is 

the participants’ feedback and evaluation of the key issues facing built environment and design 

related disciplines across the sector. Thus, the open-ended questions in the survey were 

analysed via a basic thematic technique to identify key terms that are regularly invoked by the 

participants.  

3.10 Stakeholder engagement — workshop 2 

The research team were invited to provide a refereed paper presentation as well as an ALTC 

workshop session during the AUBEA conference hosted by the University of South Australia 

(UniSA) from 6-10 July, 2009. The theme of the 2009 conference was “Managing change – 

challenges in education and construction for the 21st

Construction and project management, quantity surveying, construction economics 
and value management, building science and technology, building services, plant and 
materials, building control, land economics, building surveying, project management 
and facilities management. 

 century”.  As outlined by the UniSA, the 

scope of AUBEA’s coverage included: 

The workshop session was scheduled at the start of the conference on 7 July 2009 and 

included representatives from academia as well as professional associations (AIB, AIQS and 

RICS) attended. Overall, approximately 80 people participated in this session. According to 

Larson, Grundens-Schuck and Allen (2004) this workshop was not a focus group because the 

it was aimed at building consensus and the participant group size was between 6-100 people: 

instead it is classed as a Large Group Discussion (LGD). This is similar to a focus group but 

different in that it was not aimed at identifying problems, but colle ctively obtaining and 

identifying a way forward. Therefore the LGD was coordinated similarly to the focus groups in 
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2008, but with a larger participant pool (n=80). This approach was decided because focus 

groups and LGD can be used for many purposes including program development and 

evaluation, planning, and needs assessment (Krueger and Casey 2000, in Larson, Grudens-

Schuck and Allen 2004, p. 1).  

The research team used this opportunity to triangulate the data collected from the LGD 

against previously obtained data (focus groups and survey data). Data collected during this 

session included field notes as well as informal roundtable discussion notes. A Thematic 

Analysis was undertaken to identify key themes.  As outlined in section 3.5, a key focus was to 

identify the extent of convergence or divergence in what stakeholders perceived to be the k ey 

issues facing built environment and design related disciplines. The findings of this workshop 

are presented in section 4.6.  



 

 

  

PART 4 
FINDINGS 
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PART 4: Findings 

This section will outline the findings of each stage of the project. In the entire project 

consisted of four stages: 

1. Stakeholder seminar — workshop 1;  

2. Focus groups; 

3. Survey; and 

4. Large group discussion — workshop 2. 

4.1 Participant profile 

Overall 35 participants were present during the stakeholder seminar; 22 participants took part 

in the focus groups (localised to Brisbane); 148 participants completed the survey (national); 

and approximately 80 participants were involved in the large group discussion (national and 

international engagement).  

Participants: focus group profile 

Overall there were three focus groups conducted by the host institution QUT. This included;  

professionals, academics and final year students/ recent graduates (FYS/RG). The focus 

groups were conducted respectively on the 24th, 25th and 27th of November, 2008. 

Participant gender representation was as follows and as shown in Figure 2: 

�x Professional cohort, 8 participants: 7 males (88%) and 1 female (12%);   

�x Academic cohort, 8 participants: 4 males (50%) and 4 females (50%);  

�x FYS/RG cohort, 6 participants: 4 males (67%) and 2 females (33%) . 

 
Figure 2: Focus group demographic, gender distribution  

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Professionals (8)

Academics (8)

FYS/RG (6)

Male, 88%

Male, 50%

Male, 67%

Female, 12%

Female, 50%

Female, 33%
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All participants were from Brisbane. The academic group comprised exclusively of participants 

from QUT, whereas the FYS/RG cohort included recent graduates who had completed their 

degrees at QUT as well as The University of Queensland (UQ). 

Participants: survey profile 

Three targeted groups of participants were encouraged to complete an online survey: 

professionals, academics and final year student/recent graduates.  The survey was distributed 

nationally via the project partners ( five universities, four large industry organisations), who 

forwarded the email and link to the survey to their networks. In addition, professional 

associations (AIQS, AIB, API, PIA, 

 

SBQ, EA, BAQ, RAIA, DIA, AILA) were contacted and asked 

to distribute the online survey to their membership. A total of 148 respondents across the 

nation completed the survey; professionals (n= 61, 41.2%), academics (n= 24, 16.2%), and 

final year students/recent graduates (n= 63, 42.6 %) as shown in Figure 4. Of this 57.4% 

were male and 42.6% were female, see Figure 3. 

Figure 3: Survey demographics, cohort completion rates  

Figure 4 highlights the differing response rates between academics and other stakeholders. 

This is an interesting outcome of the study. Understanding exactly why there was such a poor 

response rate from the academic cohort is difficult to define. The reasons for this disparity 

have been explored further in sections 4.4 and 4.5. 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Professionals (61)

Academics (24)

FYS/RG (63)
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Figure 4: Survey demographics (by gender & location)  

Figure 4 shows survey completion by gender and by state. From this we can see that the 

majority of respondents were from Queensland (43.2%) and New South Wales (41.2%). 

Understanding the lack of response from other states is difficult to ascertain. All participating 

universities and industry partners were contacted equally and forwarded the survey details 

(via email) and requested to pass this onto final year students, recent graduates as w ell as 

any other networks and associations relevant to Built Environment and Design disciplines.  

4.2 Stakeholder seminar – Workshop 1  

A daylong seminar was held in Brisbane on 30 July 2008. It was attended by 35 participants 

and included representatives from each stakeholder group (professionals, academics and 

FYS/RG). This seminar was designed to canvass the views and perspectives of industry 

stakeholders and to collectively identify an appropriate research framework.  

Presentations from industry (A View from Practice, Jacki Eames, GHD), and academia 

(Equipping Graduates for Life in Contemporary Practice, Associate Professor Jill Franz, QUT) 

were provided. After the presentations all participants took part in a workshop to define a 

research directive for the project. From this it was decided that localised focus groups ( local to 

Brisbane) in conjunction with a national survey, would be the most appropriate research 

medium to obtain insight into stakeholder perspectives regarding the issues surrounding 

professional education in built environment and design. 

Furthermore it was decided that a research consultant was necessary and should be made 

available to the research team to provide expert guidance and advice regarding the chosen 

research methods and to aid survey design and distribution. Dr Evonne Miller, QUT was 

appointed as the project research consultant. Refer to Appendix B for a summary of the 

seminar observations. 
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New South Wales (61) 
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4.3 Qualitative findings: Focus groups   

The Qualitative focus group findings are presented thematically, starting with an overview of 

the key challenges facing the profession, an evaluation of how the three stakeholders view 

university-to-workplace preparedness and a discussion of workplace issues for new graduates.  

Challenges facing Built Environment and Design 

Surprisingly, the three stakeholders (professionals, academics and FYS/RG) held rather 

different views about the key challenges facing the industry. Recent graduates and final year 

students focused on the challenge of getting their f irst job, as well as the importance of social 

skills and developing specific personality traits such as humility and confidence. Academics 

focused on the global economic crisis and the importance of graduates developing critical 

thinking and transferable skills for life beyond university. For professionals, the focus was on 

the attitude, skills and abilities of new graduates, particularly in terms of critical thought and 

addressing issues such as sustainability. Despite the different emphasises, however, there 

were some general commonalities about what these stakeholders perceived as the key 

challenges facing their professions:  

�x the development of critical thought and life–long learning was viewed as essential;  

�x specific personality and interpersonal social skills, such as communication, listening, 
humility and confidence, were identified as critical characteristics to be developed;  

�x the global economic crisis was viewed as a watershed event, profoundly changing 
the industry ; 

�x identifying stakeholder roles and responsibilities regarding professional education 
was highlighted as an important future development for the disciplines involved; 
and 

�x seeking greater stakeholder value alignment and engagement from students-to-
practice and from practice-to-education was seen as essential. 

Challenge 1: Critical thought and lifelong learning  

All stakeholders, in different ways, emphasised the importance of critical thought, of problem -

solving skills and life-long learning. All acknowledged that graduates need a strong conceptual 

skill-base to build on, which is something university should provide.   

Academics described how “one thing we can do is to be able to give them the tools to 

research and be able to find out information for them and to be able to continue their learni ng 

process on their own beyond university” ( Academic, M7); similarly, professionals debated what 

the job of a university was, agreeing that it was “teaching people how to learn and think” 

(Academic, M2) adding that “it is the one time in their lives that f or maybe 4-5 years that they 

can be free. They can be global about their thinking” ( Academic, M4). Likewise, students 
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spoke of the importance of learning beyond university, acknowledging that developing skills of 

humility and self-confidence to be of prime importance in future progression.  

And if we are trying to build really capable graduates they need to be able to go and, 
and put themselves out there. They need to be able to have the confidence to hold 
their head high, be proud of what they do (FYS/RG, M2). 

The development of ‘thinking’ was the prime consideration for professionals; there was a 

general consensus amongst professionals that they did not expect graduates to arrive on day 

one and be able to do everything. They did , however, highlight that gra duates needed the 

conceptual skill-base to be able to understand and effectively approach discipline specific 

problems.  

We don’t have any expectation when a graduate arrives on day one that they will be 
able to do anything, um the best thing that we look for is problem solving 
(Professional, M6). 

The distinction between technical skills and competencies featured prominently during the 

professional focus group. It was interesting that the professional cohort placed less 

importance on the graduate skill set and placed greater emphasis on individual capabilities. 

I don’t care whether a person doesn’t know AutoCAD, if they don’t know 
ArchiCAD…whatever, doesn’t really matter, certainly taking in a graduate position 
anyway… and [sic] a student position what you w ant to learn or what you want to 
embrace is someone’s capacity to learn and take things on (Professional, M5). 

Contrastingly, academics were concerned with the technical skills of students and viewed the 

expectation from industry to be ‘unrealistic’. From the academic perspective, industry has 

misconceptions of what academics do and regarding the skill levels expected from graduates 

entering the workforce. Furthermore, academics viewed their responsibility toward lifelong 

learning capabilities and the development of the student beyond the industry.  

I think we should be committed to developing that set of capabilities amongst our 
graduates. You know I subscribe to the view of providing them with an opportunity 
to be able to develop confidently their own worl d view (Academic, M4). 

I think that the key things we’ve got to accept this that we can’t teach students to be 
experts in every technical possible area. One thing we can do is to be able to give 
them the tools to research and be able to find out informatio n for them and to be 
able to continue their learning process on their own beyond university (Academic, 
M7). 

Challenge 2: Interpersonal and social skills  

Overall there were distinct similarities between each stakeholder regarding the importance of 

students developing and understanding the importance of interpersonal and social skills.  

These skills were often described as ‘soft skills’ by the professionals and as ‘touchy feely’ by 
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the students. Conversely students also highlighted that these skills are diff icult to teach and 

did not know how the university setting could or should cater for them.  

Students spoke passionately about the importance of inter-personal, social and communication 

skills, describing how humility, leadership and teamwork were critical qualities for success in 

the workplace. They described how a subject on adaptability might have helped them, yet 

such skills were not explicitly taught or discussed at university. There was an acknowledgment 

that they would probably have hated any ‘adaptab ility’ course, just as they almost universally 

disliked group work at university, which was an attempt to build such skills.  

I think all of the things, you know communication and how to talk to somebody and 
how to present your work and all of these things that are really, really important in 
the real world (FYS/RG, M2).  

Confidence. It's the sink or swim mentality. If someone ch ucks you in the deep end 
and you manage to keep your head above water long enough to get to the side then 
you gain confidence in your ability to do harder things (FYS/RG, F3).  

Similarly professionals mentioned the importance of graduates expressing and demonstrating 

a desire to learn. This was discussed extensively with the majority of professionals claiming 

technical capabilities less of a concern stating they actively “look for the willingness to learn”  

(Professionals, M4). 

Individual characteristics 

Professionals were very clear about what should and should not be taught at university. They 

felt that in addition to someone being willing to learn  they also needed personal characteristics 

such as passion. Passion was cited as a crucial soft skill that w ould benefit the student, the 

employer and the discipline overall.  

Well we talk about sustainability, and for me I think I say this to every student and I 
am sure I sound like an old man, but with students the thing is your CAD skills will 
change and age and everything will just about everything you deal with will change. 
Regulations will change, the building industry will change D&Cs will go away and 
something will replace them, but the intensity and the passion to which you commit 
yourself is something that will endure ...   

… And I think that's what we've got to be teaching people. I mean don't teach them 
how to do a door schedule because that is dull that's boring teach them why it's 
important to understand the things that go into it and they'll underst and that there is 
a bigger purpose for ... (Professional, M5). 

Overall, professionals outlined that it is not necessarily the best students that they employ 

citing the ‘whole’ picture as critical. They even went so far as to say that someone with poorer 

grades might be looked at more favourable than someone with higher grades because they 

may have worked (even non-discipline specific) whilst studying. This life experience was 

acknowledged and highly valued amongst the professional cohort. 
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We look at the whole picture of their life history and often the second- class honours 
boys are going to be better for us than the first class honours.  Not as a 
generalization, but sometimes it is the case if they also have experience in running 
Seven-11 (Professional M1). 

There was significant discussion amongst students about the challenges of succeeding in the 

workplace and the importance of being proactive and courageous.  Students acknowledged 

that the onus was on them in the workplace, acknowledging that their inclusio n in the 

workplace was not guaranteed. Students felt that they needed to be actively exposing 

themselves to opportunities, with firms that having mentoring programmes greatly valued.  

I guess there is the teething issues that they just kind of like 'ah, th ere is a new 
person, what to do with him'.  You know sometimes I can just sit around looking at 
the ceiling, you know waiting for someone to give me something to do  ... You've got 
to be proactive.  When you get to your job, you've really got to put up your  hand; 
you've got to talk to as many people as possible.  When you are not doing stuff 
you've got to get around, you've got to talk to each person, make sure they know 
you (FYS/RG, M6). 

Challenge 3: Global economic crisis – future proofing  

Although each stakeholder identified with the global economic crisis (GEC), they generally 

focussed on different challenges and consequences. For students, there was an 

acknowledgement that jobs would be more difficult to get “now that the market is not as 

buoyant and th ings are a little bit uneasy, people who were potentially the best students in the  

cohort  of graduates are now finding it really difficult to find work”  (FYS/RG, F3). For 

academics, some saw the solution, and their role to be educating students to be life -long 

learners and to be adaptable to change. 

I was thinking along the same lines it implies that they need to think broader. There 
is a range of vocations that we can probably prepare them for beyond a normal and 
a traditional approach. A lot of them get to the end of the course and I don’t want to 
really be an interior designer or an architect but we can give them an education that 
gives them skills that they can adapt to compl ementary type roles (Academic, M3). 

For professionals, there was the perception that this event would benefit the disciplines. It was 

perceived that the tightening of the job market was seen as a positive trend. On the one hand, 

many had and will continue to lose work ; on the other hand , it was viewed as a positive event 

that would h elp to weed-out graduates. 

The FYS/RG echoed this sentiment sating that it “It didn't matter if you were possibly the 

worst student in the graduate  cohort you could walk into a job and a lot of places were really 

desperate for staff, even if you were really bad in the job, they'd keep you, simply to have a 

bum on the seat and because there's no one to replace you”. The GEC was viewed amongst 

students as a means to help separate the good graduate from the average with the focus 

shifting to be less on technical and more on soft skills providing the distinction “that's when 
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you see really clearly the difference in terms of graduates, um and sometimes its not ev en 

their design ability or anything like that it can be communication skills that will separate one 

graduate from another or their ability to take leadership from someone and be mentored” 

(FYS/RG, F3). 

Sustainability  

For the professionals, sustainability was viewed as a critical challenge and opportunity. There 

was significant discussion about how current educational training was not fully preparing 

students for working on cross-disciplinary issues, like sustainability, and the need for change. 

All agreed that:  

It is a kind of generalism  … but … sustainability, I think is the big issue … certainly in 
planning. We have a planning system that I think is not particularly geared to 
promoting or achieving sustainable development … and may well go for the other 
disciplines as well… I think the real question is how do we start to re- structure things 
to achieve sustainability… in a bigger picture sense we’ve still got a development 
assessment system for example where sustainability seems to be the afterthought, 
rather than the … underpinning of it (Professional, M7). 

Sustainability is one word I suppose, the whole environmental side of things as 
serious needs [consideration] as to how we design for the future (Professional, M8) . 

Surprisingly, academics only very briefly mentioned sustainability as a challenge, focussing 

instead on the importance of developing transferable skills and critical thought. There was 

almost an implicit belief that as the nature of specific challenges might change, the focus 

needed to be on teaching students technical skills and to think for themselves and become 

life-long learners. The only reference to sustainability made by the FYS/RG cohort was when 

they likened it to creating a subject on adaptability. FYS/RG generally felt that such as subject 

would not be taken seriously by the main body of students. Like sustainability , they believed 

such subjects have the perception of being touch feely and are therefore not taken seriously 

by most students. Whilst the FYS/RG participating in the focus group appreciated these 

subjects and acknowledged the relevance and importance of this knowledge, it was felt that 

the students who did not ‘care’ about these unit would suffer after graduation. FYS/RG also 

acknowledged the difficulty in teaching such un its and the effort required to engage students 

“Its harder to get people to really care about those subjects, I don’t, I don’t know the answer 

to try to get people to really want to [care] ” (FYS/RG, M6).  

Time Management  

Students highlighted one of the ma in difficulties is to manage the time pressures between 

university and workplace commitments. It was acknowledged that due to the nature of the 

work and of the discipline, that in some instances it was a survival method, learn time 
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management or suffer the  consequences as one student pointed out with Civil Engineering 

“Yeah, in civil engineering you have to learn your time management skills or your dead. Or 

you get bad marks” (FYS/RG, M6). 

Interestingly, students spoke about their surprise of how time manag ement in the workplace 

was negotiable and soft skills were essential.  

You'd be surprised how many extensions come around its really weird, I always 
thought deadlines were deadlines and we have different names for different 
deadlines … and people just don’t' deliver and say oh, this has happened and we're 
waiting on something (FYS/RG, M6). 

Academics also spoke of time management challenges but more from the perspective of 

course delivery. It was highlighted that course s have evolved over the years to the point of 

minimal contact hours (with students) . The challenge within this being their (academic) ability 

to deliver the same quantity and quality of information , but in a much shorter time span. It 

was perceived that this is a reason quality might be  slipping, due to unrealistic expectations 

and requirements. 

Simply we don’t have enough time, whether it has been cut out of this unit or that 
unit. It has been compressed down to less units and less time .. . Whether is in 
lectures or tutorial groups, we have a block of time and divide it in various ways and  
its probably not the problem … I don’t see it as enough time to get the content 
across to the students (Academic, M7). 

Challenge 4: Stakeholder roles and responsibilities and value alignment 

Collectively each stakeholder referred to the importance ‘soft skill’ development, however, 

each had a different perspective of whose responsibility it is to teach these skills.  

Professionals cited university as the primary place for soft skill development with the general 

consensus that “the university has the responsibility of you know providing the forum for 

people to learn and I think that it’s  … I don’t think it is correct to say that universities 

necessarily have to teach people how to do everything but you want the framework there so 

people can take their interests and their passion and all that sort of stuff and apply it and that 

requires people to put in their own nine yards” (Professional, M2). Moreover , professionals 

defined the role of each stakeholder, believing that it is the role of the student to “have the 

motivation” the role of universities to “make it exciting” and the role of practice “to make it 

happen”. Ultimately, professionals did cite that  it is their job to help teach the ‘soft’ skill set, 

rather than discussing the problems with students or recent graduates; they should act and 

take responsibility for it.  

I think, most of us look at the students and say well we’ve got to teach them these 
things you know, we don’t expect them to learn them in university, but maybe there 
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is an opportunity between the work experience and university to get exposed to 
more of those kinds of things (Professional, M5). 

Conversely, FYS/RG acknowledged that the onus was on them to extend themselves and to 

put in the extra effort required to obtain work or experience. They emphasised that they did 

not know how ‘soft’ skills could be taught in a university setting, but they did acknowledge it 

to be critical. Moreover, all of the FYS/RG felt the learning curve encountered when leaving 

university to work for the first time is a steep one, but one that was necessary.  

We aren't taught anything about ourselves and about how to you know, this is  ... as 
we go through univers ity it is purely about skills and about knowledge.  It is not 
actively, you don't actively improve yourself, well you are not encourage to  ... across 
the whole degree ... I mean there is something that I have been doing myself 
recently and it's really easy to do and it's not something that's ever come into any 
part of any university life that I've encountered and I think all of the things, you 
know communication and how to talk to somebody and how to present your work 
and all of these things that are really , really important in the real world  ...  And if we 
are trying to build really capable graduates they need to be able to go and, and put 
themselves out there … They need to be able to have the confidence to hold their 
head high, be proud of what they do (F YS/RG, M2). 

Whilst the FYS/RG did believe it was up to them “take a risk in many cases”, obtain work 

experience (WE) and to learn aspects of “humility” and “confidence”, they also indicated their 

desire for university and industry to work together more clo sely to help reduce the ‘gap’ that 

existed between academia and practice. Support was an important aspect referred to by all 

FYS/RG irrespective of their discipline and irrespective of how they obtained work experience 

or their first job.  

Yeah it is discouraging, and when you've got no one that knows you personally and 
what you can do that you can go to, it makes it really hard (FYS/RG, M2).  

I think you need to be prepared to recognise those kind of opportunities very well in 
advance before you get to the end because unless you have something on your 
paper when you are presenting your resume to a prospective employer um you are 
just one of the other graduates and you are just one of the other people that needs 
help and who doesn't have experience in a working environment and that's I think 
part of the difficulty with bringing new people, is that they need a helping hand to 
immerse themselves (FYS/RG, M1). 

I could never understand why at the end of every year there is this flood of people 
into the market who a re you know, nearly graduated, top of their classes –  all of 
these sorts of things but why there was no connection between companies looking 
for staff and student’s looking for jobs. There just didn’t seem to be a sort of clear 
link between the two (FYS/RG, F3). 

Academics on the other hand were divided. Some cited technical skills to be what they believe 

should be the focus of university education, whilst others cited somewhat intangible lifelong 

learning characteristics.  

One thing we can do is to be able to give them the tools to research and to be able 
to find out information for them and to be able to continue their learning process on 
their own beyond university (Academic, M7). 
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I think that maybe we need to promote that the fact that you don’t learn eve rything 
at uni and you will continue to learn throughout the course of your career. You never 
stop learning (Academic, F8). 

All stakeholders highlighted how the global economic crisis would significantly impact on their 

industry, discussing the ‘Fate of Student X’. Student X was the student cohort that each 

stakeholder referred to as the ‘problem’ students: those students who generally are not 

engaged, do not participate in class, do not help out with group work and do not perform well 

in the workplace. There was clear acknowledgment from each stakeholder that, during times 

of economic prosperity, everyone got a job. This means that, during the past decade, buoyant 

economic times have meant the majority BED professionals have been able to leave university 

and walk straight into a job. Now, however, in light of the global economic crisis, there is an 

expectation that only the strong and/or exceptional would make it and that this would severely 

hamper the expectations and opportunities for Student X. 

Student X 

Professionals expect the GEC will make it easier for them to hire the most appropriate 

graduate. With a buoyant market and everyone in work, it makes it difficult for individual 

practices to seek out the best graduates, however, with fewer jobs and more graduates, 

seeking the ‘best’ is perceived to be easier. Overall, the professional cohort found it difficult to 

understand the Student X population, often referring or likening it to Generation Y. They 

discussed how it is often difficult to find someone who not only has the technical capability but 

the personality as well.  

I’m sad to say that there has been some students […] that we have had to let go and 
it’s not that we don’t want to put investment time into them or anything, we’ve had 
them for 18 months o r so and they’ve actually not wanted to do it. They’ve come out 
with some kind of belief that it’s not their role (Professional, M8).  

For academics, the key challenge that dominated discussion was the impact of the GEC on the 

profession. Most saw the solution, and their role, to be educating students to be lifelong 

learners and be adaptable to a variety of work contexts.  

I am hearing from industry at the moment that they are slowing down in employing 
new graduates as of right now. So we want our graduates t o be therefore,  not just 
so tightly focused that they have learnt and accomplished that the only thing they 
can possibly do is be an X or a Y and might not be flexible and do something else for 
a few years possibly (Academic, F2). 

I guess I was thinking al ong the same lines it implies that they need to think broader. 
There is a range of vocations that we can probably prepare them for beyond a 
normal and a traditional approach. A lot of them get to the end of the course and I 
don’t want to really be an inter ior designer or an architect but we can give them an 
education that gives them skills that they can adapt to complimentary type roles 
(Academic, M3). 
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Whilst new graduates spoke about the importance of seeking out all opportunities in the 

workplace, professionals described how ‘Gen Y’ generally approached work in a different way 

from previous generations. These differences were apparent even in job interviews, with 

employers recalling how “It would be interesting whether with Generation Y whether they 

would take on board that anyway. Certainly with the attitudes we are finding the current 

generation is quite extraordinary it’s all me, me me.  You know it’s not about what do you 

have to offer the company it’s like, what do you mean, what are you going to give me?” 

(Professional, M4). Discussion continued with another professional (M5) adding “My favourite 

is when you are interviewing graduates and they tell you about the three other offers that 

they’ve got”.  

Technical versus soft skills development 
Critically, both academics and professionals agreed that teaching critical thought and lifelong 

learning was equally if not more important than student’s being competent with specific 

technical programs. However, there was a feeling among academics that industry wanted 

graduates to have greater technical experience and that they have been criticised in the past 

for not training students in specific programs: “I think that graduates are not seen to have 

enough technical expertise … You can’t teach everything. Industry expects that graduates 

should be fully fledged professionals, so I think that it is a bit of an unrealistic expectation” 

(Academic, M7).  

In reality, professionals actually acknowledged the impossibility and impracticality of training 

students about the myriad of specific technical programmes. Instead, they emphasised that 

rather than technical expertise, they wanted someone with strong conceptual and critical 

thinking skills. Adding; that because technology changes so rapidly with new and updated 

technologies coming onto the market, professionals preferred someone with the skills and 

capacity to learn something new, quickly. One professional described how the pencil, which 

had been around and will still be around in 500 years time, was often the be st tool as it taught 

people to think and conceptualise. 

I find that the technology, as much as it is a useful tool, if it is not underpinned by 
solid knowledge in construction or drawing, or resolution of details, it  … it actually 
frustrates the whole process ... people [need] to think about what they are doing and 
when technology almost bypasses the need to think at times and if you don’t have 
someone steering that thought process it doesn’t happen. That’s a real frustration for 
me with recent graduates … (Professional, M2). 

… but because you studied mechanical engineering it’s not specifics you know, you 
don’t learn so much in your degree but it is to teach you to think in certain ways so 
when I decided to go to the energy industry, well I’ve got to learn my role in that 
job.  I mean just because you do an engineering degree doesn’t mean you straight 
away know every aspect of everything…you have to adapt.. (Professional, M3).  
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I think we’ve got to be really mindful of the fact that we are supposed to be lea ding 
you know society in terms of the quality of what we are doing [Built Environment] 
and that starts with students, which has to start with the quality of what we are 
doing and that starts with students, which has to start with the quality of what we 
give them. And they are only going to get what we give them (Professional, M5).  

Loyalty at work social skills, humility  

Students acknowledged the importance of ‘knowing their place’, remaining aware that they 

were just commencing their careers and were at th e bottom. Interestingly, whilst students 

were aware that they needed to learn and value humility, they felt that these personal skills 

were not taught at university.  

It's climbing the ladder all over again.  It's like high school, you get to the top and 
then you get dropped to first year at uni and you work your way up to the top of the 
disciple and then you are back to the bottom again (FYS/RG, F5). 

I think what is hard in design industry is to learn humility as well.  Because you've 
finished, in our case six years of a design degree and you think 'hey I've just finished 
six years of a design degree why am I doing work for someone else that I don't 
agree with, I don't like the way that they design, or you know I disagree with their 
design decisions’' or whatever else and actually learning humility to accept that hey, 
they've been in the industry a lot longer than I have, you know and to get over that 
(FYS/RG, F3). 

Challenge 5: Evaluating work experience 

Whilst students and professionals highly valued WE programs, academics tended to question 

this and suggested that practical experience early on could sometimes limit students’ capacity 

to learn how to think critically. Professionals on the other hand, highlighted the value of 

practical, hands-on experience; they questioned whether contemporary BED students were 

obtaining sufficient work experience and discussed how many would benefit from more 

practical training during their degree. Interestingly, t he medical education model was 

discussed as a potential guiding philosophy for BED disciplines. The medical educational model 

was cited because the first few years are focussed on intense theory and then students’ 

transition on an ever-increasing scale of engagement into (heavy) practical placements.  

There was a part-time course where students were working part -time throughout the 
industry in town or whatever and they were actually seen as far more employable … 
(Professional, M2) 

The only solution I could think of from that really is to have the students in from 
about the end of second year, so third year onwards, as engineering now is a four 
year degree, have them in for at least one day a week from third year, and most of 
the vacations (Professional, M1). 

Whilst extremely supportive of the concept, professionals acknowledged the difficulties that a 

mandatory practice component would place on students, acknowledging that many juggle 

other responsibilities as well as university.  
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It is a difficult question w hether there should be a mandatory practice component, 
particularly in the economic climate we are going into; it’s going to be difficult for 
students (Professional, M7).  

Contrastingly, academics were more questioning about the value and impact of WE, and part-

time industry work, on students. As the quotes below illustrate, there was significant 

discussion about how (sometimes) this direct industry experience can actually limit students in 

terms of their thinking and learning approach. Academics found it d ifficult to comprehend and 

challenged the values students acquired through work and were concerned about the depth of 

learning students.  Some even viewed WE as a challenge to teaching and independent 

thought. The feeling was that this experience could giv e them “less opportunity for them to 

develop a sense of their own”.   

Therefore we should be encouraging them to question why things are, not 
necessarily give them the answers … So I think there is less opportunity for them to 
develop a sense of their own and therefore we should be encouraging them to 
actually question what things are about. Not necessarily give them the answers 
(Academic, M4). 

Many academics believe university is about opening students’ thinking up to “beyond 

Queensland, then beyond Australia and then beyond south-east Asia and to the fact that the 

world is full of ways thinking and practicing in this area that are quite different to just the 

thing you do here in your local Brisbane spot” (Academic, F2). One academic even went so far 

as to state their concern for students obtaining work placements too early in their degree 

would mean they were more susceptible to being moulded (defined/limited)  by practice.  

A lot of students that I teach are in second year [and] already have got jobs. They 
are kind of being moulded in practice into certain ways of doing things and they don't 
have a chance to develop their own thinking and to be critical thinkers about what is 
important to them about design and it's hard for us to kind of instil that in them 
because they’re working all the time so their development is based on practice and it 
doesn't necessarily give them that independent thinking that they need. They are 
thinking short -term, and not thinking about their careers and getting through 
straightaway, but they are not thinking about where they are going in the future 
because they think that job is their future and that is exactly what I am going to be 
doing for many years, because they are focusing more on their work rather than their 
study (Academic, F8). 

I also think they also don't realise that the practice that they are involved in, in their 
particular area of work isn’t everything and it's notably in second year and they stop 
fourth year which is interesting and say “I already know how to do this” . And then 
promptly don’t pass the assignment and it turns out they don’t.  They just know how 
to do one thing at work over and over (Academic, F2).  

FYS/RG, however, valued how WE exposed them to workplace practices and how, through the 

process of seeking, WE often helped them find their first job. Overall, students felt that they 

needed to be encouraged to take a chance and that it is important for the university and for 

workplaces to acknowledge and offer them such opportunities. FYS/RG were aware that of ten 

their first job would not be their first preference citing that  “ to get experience you need to 
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take something that might not be your first preference” ( Academic, M1); and that “you need 

to take a risk in many cases as well” (Academic, F2). 

Challenge 6: Stakeholder engagement and enforcing higher standards 

All three stakeholder groups were adamant about the importance of setting and enforcing 

higher academic and professional standards. Academics felt it was difficult to impart criticism 

to students because it was either poorly received or ignored. Professionals discussed their 

concern for the future of built environment if courses continued allowing a high intake of 

students, particularly in the current economic climate, and the consequences of students being 

allowed to graduate with the general opinion from some professionals that some (students) 

should not have graduated in the first instance. They went on to highlight  that it is the role of 

the university to ensure high standards are maintained and that  students who are not 

producing work of a high standard should be failed.  

I think it would be worthwhile having a conversation between the institutes  and the 
university department … there is an exhibition at the end of yeas year and some of 
the work is atr ocious. At every level it is really difficult to find any skill at all and I 
think sometimes failure. Universities find it quite difficult to fail …  perhaps the 
universities can become a little more ruthless and set some standards. And it is an 
incredibly hard thing to do but it does feel like standards are diminishing 
(Professional, M4). 

I think another point is I think we need to be very critical of students when they 
deserve it and tell them that that is dreadful. One thing I did notice is that in the 
workplace and I don't want to stereotype is that a lot of our graduates had no 
capacity to accept negative comments. You had to go through their reports go 
through areas that needed improving; areas that were not so great and they would 
be like "no I don't a ccept this" (Academic, F9). 

There was a strong feeling from professionals that standards had slipped, and were not being 

maintained by the universit ies; this was seen as having a direct and negative impact on the 

discipline and public perceptions of the professions. Professionals felt that some students 

simply do not have the aptitude or basic capability for the specific disciplines and advocated 

for higher admission standards; ideas such as limiting enrolment numbers and aptitude testing 

to identify the ex istence of fundamental discipline-specific skills (i.e., spatial reasoning).   

But it’s about identifying and that’s where maybe the aptitude thing kind of …  you’re 
not trying to be someone that you’re not. You have to actually have the make -up to 
do that and I think that is something that is massively lacking in our educational 
system because you’ve got to be able to think in 3D, you’ve got to be able to, 
whether you’re an architect or a mechanical engineer, whatever, you’ve got to be 
able to think in 3D a nd if you can’t put things together in 3D mentally, then there is 
no way that you are going to be able to draw it, and that’s when you get to site and 
go ohhh, I didn’t realise that would be doing that and you’re in trouble and then the 
clients cranky and everyone’s cranky (Professional, F2). 

And the thing is they shouldn’t be allowed to sit there at that level – there’s just got 
to be rigorous, rigorous milestones through the thing and if by third year, second 
year and they can’t actually demonstrate that they can draw in 3D and they can 
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actually reconcile these kinds of things they’ve either got to be put on notice or 
they’ve got to be you know suspended, or they can’t submit their final project then 
they’ve got to go back and kind of re -do these things like they would have to in 
school or anywhere else (Professional, M3).  

Professionals felt that the courses were too easy for the students and students were not being 

failed when they should be, and ultimately viewed this to have a negative impact on the 

industry as a whole.  Universities were seen as the only gatekeeper into the industry; thus, 

universities need to be the ones to set and enforce standards. One way to motivate and 

inspire students to keep working was to bring in industry leaders as ‘role models’ : whilst 

willing, these professionals felt the casual university pay rates were not reflective of industry 

pay standards.  

I tutored this year and it was really, really rewarding but to be honest and to be 
completely blunt I’m doing it from a purely altruistic point of view because the reality 
is that the rates that they charge you  … I think that I get paid $31 per hour and I’m 
being taxed at 48% or whatever it is, so I mean $16 an hour and you know my 
charge out rate is $295 per hour or something, so you can’t possibly  … if they want 
to get really high quality people and I’m not saying I am, that is for somebody else to 
judge, but I am just saying if you want to get industry leaders to come and give of 
their time and really inspire these people and give their all  … um you’ve got to be 
prepared to go, OK this is a business and if you want high quality people then you 
have to be prepared to pay for it (Professional , M5). 

There was a feeling that students whose discipline-specific capabilities were below average 

were graduating and being employed because the industry was desperate; the looming 

economic recession, however, will reduce graduate opportunities and force the exit of less 

capable professionals. In many ways, this would benefit the profession.  

Ultimately the guys just don’t know enough structural engineering when they walk 
out the door. They haven’t been tested enough, and worse some of them don’t have 
a fundamental DNA to understand structural behaviour, which is even worse 
(Professional, M1). 

Transitions to Work  

Students very clearly saw university and work as being two separate worlds, with no one to 

guide them through this difficult and crucial transition. All  spoke about how they were 

stepping outside their comfort zone as they make the leap to the workplace, and were 

concerned about whether and how they could transfer and relate the knowledge learnt at 

university to the work environment. Critically, students who had a mandatory internship or 

work experience component reported the transition and process of finding a job much easier, 

and were more focused on how to succeed in their first job. Conversely, those in disciplines 

without mandatory work experience described the disconnect or void between university and 

the workplace, with one architectural student describing how disappointed they were when no 

employers attended their final year exhibition : “we’re graduating looking for work, employers 

should be looking for employees, where are they?”  
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On the other hand, as mentioned on page 33, academics believed that there was almost too 

much focus on the transition to work. There was a general concern that the workplace , if 

introduced too early, might have negative implications on student learning, particularly in the 

area of short term and not long term thinking “They are thinking short -term and not thinking 

about their careers and getting through straight away but they are not thinking about where 

they are going in t he future because they think that job is their future … they are focusing 

more on their work rather than their study”  (Academic, F8).  

Furthermore, it was perceived that student thinking would be negatively impacted if work was 

introduced too early into th e curriculum “because they’re working all the time so their 

development is based on practice and it doesn’t necessarily give them that independent 

thinking that they need”  (Academic, F8).  

Sometimes I wonder if there is too much focus on just the moment of  transition from 
uni to work because I have experienced you know some of the past students coming 
back as tutors or you know they keep in touch as Brisbane is tiny so you run into 
them and I have had it said to me about three times in various ways and in short "I 
thought you were wasting my time, now I get it" "now I think what a great unit that 
was and I wish I had paid more attention because now I am digging up all my notes 
to try to work out what you meant because I am trying to understand what you 
meant because that's beyond a couple of years. Between one to three years out a 
variance on that, "I didn't get it until I had been away for a couple of years" 
(Academic, F2). 

Perhaps, predictably, much of the student  discussion centred on the challenges of getting their 

first job and how to succeed in the workplace. There was significant discussion about the 

difficulties and challenges of getting a job upon graduation, and how they would have liked 

more guidance about the process. In particular, students from d isciplines without a mandatory 

internship or work experience component (i.e., industrial design) spoke most about the 

difficulties of finding a job and of having to prove that their discipline was of value to 

employers.  

Well one of the things that I’ve fo und really hard is finding a job not a lot of people 
know what a designer is or what designers do and I guess the other thing is that 
they’re just communicating.  Being able to I think this is done very poorly in design 
schools — and that is communicating what we do (FYS/RG, M2).   

From one point of view I think I was pretty lucky in that it's not always what you 
know but who you know.  And given that our industry is so small, all design 
industries, you really have to fight really hard to be heard.  If you don't know people, 
I mean I think there is a big disconnect between industry and the professions out 
there leaving the courses and I could never understand why at the end of every year 
there is this flood of people into the market who are you know, nearly graduated, top 
of their classes — all these sorts of things but why there was you know no 
connection between companies looking for staff and student's looking for jobs.  
There just didn't seem to be a sort of clear link between the two (FYS/RG, F3).  

The process of finding a job appeared to be easier (or less scary) for those with compulsory 

work experience, although all student’s emphasised the importance of being proactive about 
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finding work, getting experience and creating and taking opportunities (such a s volunteering in 

local firms). Professionals emphasised that the future of the industry was about collaboration 

and partnerships with other disciplines. They described a program they had heard about (run 

by another university) , whereby students collaborate together with stude nts from other 

disciplines. The projects are designed to educate students that there is more to their degree 

and to their discipline than technical skills.  

Furthermore, students also referred to the importance of greater links and engagement 

between academic and professional worlds, for example involving industry in end-of-year 

student presentations and therefore allowing students (particularly those who have not had 

any work experience) the opportunity to showcase their work to industry in a public domain. 

All highlighted the importance of strong links to industry, and felt there was greater scope for 

the profession to link with the university, particularly smaller firms. 

I really wish  there could be a stronger link between the professional world and the 
academic world, there seems to be like complete void in-between so that I wish 
when we had graduated that anyone from the profession had come to our exhibition 
or you know actually rung  up and gone you know  "we're looking for staff, can you 
recommend anybody". Or anything like that. I mean there's always the core people 
who are interested in education that are in the profession that actively participate in 
education, but its Joe Bloggs that runs an architecture firm in wherever that you 
want to actually come and see what graduates are doing (FYS/RG, F3).  

I definitely think, you know we are only at uni industrial design this year I've only 
been at uni two or three days a week.  You're on ly going to work in a cafe the other 
couple.   Why not you know work a week... um to get my first experience I had to 
give myself away for free ... 'I'll come in one day a week and do some filing for you' 
and you know on and on and on and I've worked in a couple of graphic and 
illustration places just offering work experience.  'Can I come in and learn' and 
getting back to that point before about, you know it's hard for people when they've 
got their work to do, which is their income um to short of break a b it off and teach 
you, trust you with something that is the make or break of their career  (FYS/RG, 
F5). 

4.4 Quantitative findings: Survey  

Participant profile – detailed 

As outlined on page 16, of the 148 respondents 41.2% of these identified as Professionals, 

16.2% identified as academics, and the remaining 42.6% identified as Final year student or 

recent graduates (FYS/RG). 

As shown in Table 3 (page 20), for the first part of the survey participants were requested to 

provide background information. Some questions were relevant to more than one cohort, 

whilst others were specifically targeted. These are detailed below and summarised in Table 5. 
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Overall, 41.2% (61) of participants were professionals. The majority of these respondents 

were from large organisations with 100+ employees, 46.9% worked in companies with 4 -100 

staff and the remain ing 6.2% had less than 4 staff. The number of years experience in a 

particular discipline ranged from 1 to 35 years; furthermore, participants were a ged from 18 to 

65 years. Moreover, 67% of participants indicated that they have daily contact with graduates 

in their organisation. A quarter (25%) indicated they have weekly to annual contact , and 8% 

have no contact at all with graduates. All of the BED

Professional profile 

28 disciplines were represented, with one 

exception: Spatial Science.   

Overall 16.2% (24) of participants were academics. The primary qualification of academics 

included all BED disciplines except for Construction and Project Management. However, the 

current academic focus for participants included all BED except for Quantity Surveying and 

Construction Management. The number of years working as an academic in their chosen field 

ranged from one to 32 years; furthermore, participants were aged from 24 to 64 years.  

Academic profile 

Overall 20% (29) participants were final year students. This cohort represented all BED 

disciplines with the exception of Spatial Science. Participants were aged from 20 to 45 years. 

Not surprisingly, 62.1% indicated that they have had paid experience in their di scipline, 10.3% 

have had unpaid experience, with the remaining 27.6% indicating no experience whatsoever. 

Of those who indicated that they have had work experience, 48.3% have had a year or more 

experience, 20.7% have had 1–12 months, and 31% have had less than one month. 

Final year student (FYS) profile 

Overall 23% (34) of participants were recent graduates. This cohort represented all BED 

disciplines with the exception of Quantity Surveying and Spatial Science. By contrast, only a 

few BED disciplines represented their current work focus, which did not include Quantity 

Surveying, Spatial Science, Civil Engineering or Landscape Architecture. From this it is 

interesting to note that some graduates are not working in the discipline from which they 

graduated. Participants were aged from 20 to 49 years. Of these 67.7% indicated they had 

experience in their chosen discipline before graduation, 19.4% had unpaid experience, and the 

remaining 12.9% had no experience at all. Furthermore, 58.1% specified they had more than  

one year worth of experience, 22.6% had between 1 –12 months and the remainder 19.4% 

had less than one month. 

Recent graduate (RG) profile 

                                                           
28 BED includes the following disciplines in Built Environment  (Quantity Surveying, Construction Management, 
Project Management, Spatial Science, Planning, Civil Engineering) and Design  (Architecture, Interior Design, Industrial 
Design and Landscape Architecture) 



ALTC report: Professional Education in Built Environment and Design  

 

January 2010         Page 46 of 133 

Table 5: Demographic Characteristics of each participant cohort  

 
Professionals 

(n=61)  
Academics  

(n=24)  

Final year 
students  
(n=29)  

Recent 
Graduates  

(n=34)  

Average Age 35.1 yrs 42.3 yrs 25.7 yrs 25.6 

Gender: 

Male 

Female 

 

68.9% 

31.1% 

 

50.0% 

50.0% 

 

44.8% 

55.2% 

 

52.9% 

47.1% 

Discipline (current) 

Quantity Surveying   

Construction Management   

Project Management  

Property Economics 

Spatial Science   

Planning   

Civil Engineering   

Architecture 

Interior Design   

Industrial Design  

Landscape Architecture 

Other  

 

8.2% 

3.3% 

14.8% 

3.3% 

0% 

14.8% 

4.9% 

11.5% 

1.6% 

13.1% 

4.9% 

19.7% 

 

0% 

0% 

0% 

8.3% 

4.2% 

4.2% 

12.5% 

25.0% 

12.5% 

12.5% 

4.2% 

16.6% 

 

6.9% 

6.9% 

3.4% 

13.8% 

0% 

10.3% 

3.4% 

24.1% 

6.9% 

13.8% 

3.4% 

6.9% 

 

0% 

2.9% 

11.8% 

2.9% 

0% 

11.8% 

0% 

23.5% 

11.8% 

11.8% 

0% 

23.5% 

Graduate Capabilities – Assessment  

Participants assessed graduate capabilities against the four key domains as outlined in Table 

3, page 7.  Figure 5 and Table 5 represent the collective findings of this data for all 21 items. 

Figure 5 helps to illustrate the commonalities and disconnect between cohorts. All items were 

weighted on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from extremely poor (1) to excellent (5). There 

was also the option of ‘unknown’ (0) to ensure all participant perspectives were captured. It 

was hoped that including this item would highlight any anomalies and would expose any 

significant discrepancies (i.e. if academics primarily selected ‘unknown’ then this would show a 

disconnection in their understanding of graduate performance) : overall, no such anomaly 

occurred.  There were, however, other disparities of interest.  

�x P roduct ive from day one – academics believe graduates to be below Average 
(2.5), whereas FYS/RG and professionals believe the performance to be Average 
(3.0)  

�x Ambit ious – Both professionals and students rated this above average 
(respectively 4.1 and 4.0). Academics however perceived graduate abilities to be 
closer to be in-between (3.5) 
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�x P repared to w ork  hard – FYS/RG self rated fairly high with an above average 
perception of their abilities (4.0). Professionals thought highly of graduates with a 
near above average rating (3.9), whereas academics where less generous (3.2). 

�x Broad understanding of commercial  real it ies – both academics and 
professionals agreed on this item issuing near below average (2.7). FYS/RG 
however perceived their performance this to be slightly above average ( 3.2). 

�x Technical ly capable – interestingly academics attributed a slightly less than 
average perception of graduate abilities technically (2.9). FYS/RG and 
professionals were more closely aligned with the general view that graduates 
performance is closer to above average (3.3 and 3.4 respectively). 

�x I nformat ion l i teracy and comput ing  – professionals believe graduates perform 
above average (4.0). FYS/RG were fairly confident (3.7) and academics, still 
positive (3.5), but not as confident as their professional cohort.  

 

 
  Figure 5:  Assessment of Student/recent graduate performance in the workplace  

Overall Figure 5 shows that FYS/RG self rated their performance in professional practice 

generally higher than professionals and academics across almost all items. On the other hand, 

academics were generally more critical and rated graduate performance lower than FYS/RG 

and professionals.   

Table 6 illustrates the overall frequency and percentage distribution of each item along the 5 -

point Likert scale. All Unknown responses have also been included in this table. From this we 

can see that Productive from day one (11.5%) and Flexible to a variety of work situations 

(8.8%) were the two items in which participants felt it was difficult to measure performance.  
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Table 6: Overall frequency distribution of student performance in the workplace (n=148)  

 
Unknown 

Extremely 
poor 

Below 
average Average 

Above 
average Excellent 

n % n % n % n % n % n % 

Productive from day one 17 11.5 4 2.7 16 10.8 56 37.8 42 28.4 13 8.8 

Flexible to a variety of work 
situations 

13 8.8 1 0.7 10 6.8 34 23.0 61 41.2 29 19.6 

Ambitious 9 6.1 1 0.7 2 1.4 23 15.5 55 37.2 58 39.2 

Prepared to work hard 9 6.1 0 0 8 5.4 26 17.6 48 32.4 57 38.5 

Ability to learn new things 8 5.4 0 0 3 2.0 21 14.2 63 42.6 53 35.8 

Mature 9 6.1 1 0.7 13 8.8 33 22.3 56 37.8 36 24.3 

Ability to work autonomously 9 6.1 2 1.4 12 8.1 45 30.4 42 28.4 38 25.7 

Ability to present well 7 4.7 0 0 7 4.7 37 25.0 56 37.8 41 27.7 

Tolerance of others 11 7.4 0 0 4 2.7 22 14.9 45 30.4 66 44.6 

Ethics and corporate 
responsibility 

10 6.8 1 0.7 9 6.1 42 28.4 47 31.8 39 26.4 

Practical approach to a work 
environment 

10 6.8 2 1.4 14 9.5 34 23.0 55 37.2 33 22.3 

Broad understanding of 
commercial realities 

10 6.8 7 4.7 35 23.6 46 31.1 35 23.6 15 10.1 

Articulate 8 5.4 1 0.7 9 6.1 49 33.1 49 33.1 32 21.6 

Technically capable 8 5.4 6 4.1 16 10.8 48 32.4 47 31.8 23 15.5 

Ability to work well in a team 9 6.1 1 0.7 7 4.7 26 17.6 64 43.2 41 27.7 

Skills and knowledge in their 
field 

9 6.1 2 1.4 16 10.8 61 41.2 48 32.4 12 8.1 

Critical and conceptual thinking 7 4.7 2 1.4 15 10.1 39 26.4 56 37.8 29 19.6 

Analysis and problem solving 8 5.4 4 2.7 8 5.4 46 31.1 55 37.2 27 18.2 

Information literacy and 
computing 

8 5.4 0 0 9 6.1 24 16.2 59 39.9 48 32.4 

Communication 7 4.7 0 0 6 4.1 45 30.4 54 36.5 36 24.3 

Research 8 5.4 2 1.4 14 9.5 44 29.7 50 33.8 30 20.3 

As outlined previously (Table 2, p. 17) each of the 21 items listed above were assigned to one 

of four key domains: Technical skills, Personal characteristics, Workplace skills, and 

Professional skills. 

 



ALTC report: Professional Education in Built Environment and Design  

 

January 2010         Page 49 of 133 

Technical skills contained two items: Technically capable, and Skills and knowledge in their 

field. Figure 6 illustrates how professionals, academics and FYS/RG assess the capabilities of 

graduates in terms of this item. From this, we can see that professionals and FYS/RG are fairly 

aligned in their views regarding of the performance of graduates technically. Ac ademics too 

believe graduates to be average regarding Skills and knowledge in their field, however, 

academics believe graduates to be less Technically capable. 

Domain 1: Technical skills 

 
  Figure 6: Technical skills  

Personal Characteristics contained eight items: Ambitious, Prepared to work hard, Mature, 

Articulate, Ability to learn new things, Tolerance of others, Ability to present well,  and an 

Ability to work well in a team. Figure 7  illustrates how professionals, academics and FYS/RG 

assess the capabilities of graduates in terms of this item. As shown in Figure 8, FYS/RG again 

self rated their performance above that of both professionals and academics. Academics were 

more critical of graduate performance when it comes to Ambition, Prepared to work hard, 

Ability to learn new things and Ability to work well in team.  

Domain 2: Personal Characteristics 

 
  Figure 7: Personal characteristics  
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Workplace skills contained five items: Productive from day one, Flexible to a variety of work 

situations, Practical approach in a work environment, Ability to work well in a team and Ethics 

and corporate responsibility. Figure 8 illustrates how professionals, academics and FYS/RG 

assessed the capabilities of graduates in terms of this item. As shown in Figure 8, the 

discrepancies regarding graduate performance and workplace skills were relatively minor 

across each stakeholder. As per Domain 2, FYS/RG self assessed their capabilities higher than 

that of academics or professionals. Furthermore academic and professional perspectives 

regarding workplace skill performance were relatively on par. The main item of difference, the 

academic assessment of graduates and Productive from day one, in which academics believe 

graduates perform slightly below average. Overall, stakeholder perception across all the items 

in this domain is fairly consistent, ranging from average to above average performance.  

Domain 3: Workplace Skills 

 
  Figure 8: Workplace skills  

Professional skills contained six items: Broad understanding of commercial realities, Critical 

and conceptual thinking, Analysis and problem solving, Information literacy and computing, 

Communication and Research. Figure 9 illustrates how professionals, academics and FYS/RG 

assess the capabilities of graduates in terms of this item. Interestingly professionals believe 

graduates perform very well in Information literacy and computing. Furthermore correlations 

between all stakeholders can be seen for items Critical and conceptual thinking and 

Communication. Both academics and professionals were more concerned than the FYS/RG 

cohort regarding Broad understanding of commercial realities. The academic cohort is also 

concerned about graduate performance for Research, whereas professionals and FYS/RG are 

less concerned. 

Domain 4: Professional Skills 
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  Figure 9: Professional skills  

Graduate Capabilities – Development  

Participants were asked to identify where they thought graduates primarily developed these 

attributes, either at university, the workplace, or self-developed. There was also the option of 

‘not applicable’ to ensure all participant perspectives were captured. It was hoped that 

including this item would highlight any discrepancies (i.e. if academics primarily  selected ‘not 

applicable’ then this would provide insight into academic perspectives, which might mean they 

are disconnected from the graduate cohort or do not feel it is their responsibility to know such 

information) : however no such anomaly occurred.  

Figures 10 illustrates where29

                                                           
29 1 = University, 2 = Workplace and 3 = Self -developed. 

 graduates develop each capability and characteristic, according 

to each stakeholder. Interestingly, as highlighted in Figure 1 0, stakeholders view the majority 

of graduate capabilities to be University Developed skills. This is illustrated more clearly in 

Figure 11.  
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Figure 10: Characteristic development  

In Figure 10 it is clear that of the 21 items rated, stakeholders identified 16 (76%) of them to 

be directly attributed as University developed characteristics. These 16 items include; Flexible 

to a variety of work situations (42%), Prepared to work hard (38%), Ability to learn new 

things (71%), Ability to work autonomously (42%), Ability to present well (50%), Tolerance of 

others (54%), Ethics and corporate responsibility (50%), Articulate (46%), Technically capable 

(67%), Ability to work well in a team (71%), Skills and knowledge in their field (63%), Critical 

and conceptual thinking (83%), Analysis and problem solving (79%), Information literacy  and 

computing (75%), Communication (79%), and Research (88%). The development of 

characteristics within either the Workplace or as Self Developed skills was less prominent as 

detailed in Figures 11, 12 and 13. 

Figure 11 indicates that of the 21 items list ed only a few of them –  three items (14%) are 

believed to be Workplace developed characteristics. These include Productive from day one 

(42%), Practical approach in a work environment (54%), and Broad understanding of 

commercial realities (79%).  
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Figure 11: Stakeholder perception of characteristics that are developed at 'University'  

 
Figure 12: Stakeholder perceptions of characteristics that are developed in the 'Workplace'  



ALTC report: Professional Education in Built Environment and Design  

 

January 2010         Page 54 of 133 

Lastly, Figure 13 clearly shows that of the 21 items only two  (9%) were directly indicated to 

be Self developed characteristics: Articulate (54%) and Mature (54%). Another two items 

(9%) were weighted more than 30% toward Self Developed but were not independent. They 

were equal with University development, including Prepared to work hard (38% to 38% equal 

split), and Articulate (42% and 46% respectively).  

 
Figure 13: Stakeholder perception of characteristics that are 'Self developed'  

These visualisations are particularly important when considering Stakeholder roles and 

responsibilities. Of particular interest is the fact that only 24 (16.2%) of survey participants 

were academics. Indicating a very strong viewpoint from FYS/RG and Professionals (83.8%) 

that the majority of capabilities should be developed in the University context (76%) versus 

the Workplace (14%) and Self developed (10%) as illustrated in Figure 14.  
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Figure 14: Characteristic development summary  

Importance of Graduate Characteristics  

Figure 15 illustrates the importance of eight key graduate characteristics. Academics rated 

Skills and knowledge in their field (4.6) , Professionalism (4.6)  and Willingness to learn (4.7)  as 

most important, whereas students and professionals rated Positive attitude to employment 

(4.5 and 4.6 respectively) and Willingness to learn (4.8) as the most important characteristics.  

 
Figure 15: Importance of characteristics in professional practice  
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Participants then rated these eight key attributes on a 5 -point Likert scale indicating how well 

graduates demonstrate these characteristics. This is illustrated in Figure 16, showing that 

overall graduates perform better than Average across all eight key graduate characteristics. 

Particularly, academics viewed Positive attitude to employment (4.4), Professionalism (4.3), 

Creativity and innovation (4.3) and Willingness to learn (4.3) to be key performance 

characteristics. Professionals were slightly more critical of graduate capabilities and viewed 

Ambition (4.1) and Willingness to learn (4.2) to be key characteristics.   

Interestingly, FYS/RG were aligned with Academic perspectives on a number of items 

including; Positive attitude to employment, Loyalty, Skills and knowledge in the ir field, 

Professionalism and Work-life balance. 

The main discrepancies occurred between Academics and Professionals regarding Creativity 

and Innovation (4.3 and 3.7 respectively) and FYS/RG against Academics and Professionals 

regarding Willingness to learn (4.6 versus 4.3 and 4.2 respectively).  

 
Figure 16: Stakeholder perspectives, performance  

Demonstration of Graduate Characteristics  

Participants were asked if they think it is important for students to have experience in their 

chosen discipline before graduation. Overwhelmingly 56.1% indicated it is Very important as 

illustrated in Figure 17. Only 4.1% thought it was of little importance or Unimportant.  
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Figure 17: How important is it for student to have  experience in their chosen discipline before 
graduation  

Future Challenges for Built Environment and Design 

Participants we provided with six challenges for the future of built environment and design 

education (this included an ‘other’ category) and asked to indicate whether they thought each 

was a challenge (yes/no).  

In terms of future challenges for BED, there was general agreement that the greatest 

challenge is The need to work across discipline boundaries30

 

, as illustrated in Figure 18. 

Second to this was Engaging students (51.4%), followed by The fluidity of the labour market 

(37.8%), Preparing students to work globally (35.8%) , and The changing context of the 

higher education sector (27.7%). The final category ‘other’ consisted of a variety of 

suggestions from participants including “Practical experience”, “Sustainability and limited 

availability to resources”, “Teaching students to think critically ”, through to  “Balancing 

privatisation/ market forces with quality education”.  

Figure 18: Future challenges for Built Environment and Design disciplines  

                                                           
30 The transdisciplinary nature of practice 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Unimportant

Of little importance

Moderately important

Important

Very important

1.4%

2.7%

13.5%

26.4%

56.1%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

The rapid pace and change of technologies

The need to work across discipline boundaries

The fluidity of the labour market

The changing context of the higher education sector

Preparing student to work globally

Engaging students

Other

65.5%

71.6%

37.8%

27.7%

35.8%

51.4%

21.6%

Future challenges
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After this, participants were then requested to rate, on a 5 -point Likert scale the importance of 

these challenges. Figure 19 (collation of the following six charts) shows how partic ipants rated 

each challenge against the Likert scale. From this we can see that participants rated The need 

to work across discipline boundaries (40.7%) and Engaging students (32.6%) to be the most 

important challenges; followed by The rapid pace and change of technologies (28.7%) and 

The fluidity of the labour market (19%) and finally, Preparing student to work globally 

(15.3%) and The changing context of the higher education sector (13.5%).  

Furthermore, participants rated the following to be (mostly) Moderately Important : The fluidity 

of the labour market (37.2%), The changing context of the higher education sector (36.9%) 

and Preparing students to work globally (38.7%). Engaging students was perceived to be 

(mostly) Important (37.3%).  

 

  

 

Figure  19: Rating the importance of the challenges for the future of BED  (all six graphs)  

This data is also represented in Table 7. As illustrated, The need to work across discipline 

boundaries is considered to be Very important, closely followed by The rapid pace and change 
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of technology, and Engaging students. Finally, The fluidity of the labour market, The changing 

context of the higher education sector and Preparing students to work globally were weighted 

as Moderately important. 

Tabl e 7: Frequency distribution of Future challenges of BED  

 
Unimportant Of little 

importance 
Moderately 
important 

Important Very 
important 

n % n % n % n % n % 

The rapid pace and change of 
technologies (n=129) 3 2.3 1 0.8 37 28.7 51 39.5 37 28.7 

The need to work across discipline 
boundaries (the transdisciplinary 
nature of practice) (n=135) 

2 1.5 2 1.5 22 16.3 54 40.0 55 40.7 

The fluidity of the labour market 
(n=121) 

5 4.1 15 12.4 45 37.2 33 27.3 23 19.0 

The changing context of the higher 
education sector (n=111) 

6 5.4 19 17.1 41 36.9 30 27.0 15 13.5 

Preparing student to work globally 
(n=111) 

2 1.8 15 13.5 43 38.7 34 30.6 17 15.3 

Engaging students (n=129) 3 2.3 6 4.7 30 23.3 48 37.2 42 32.6 

Other (n=47) 3 6.4 1 2.1 5 10.6 13 27.7 25 53.2 

Preparedness for working life  

Finally, participants were asked to indicate on a 5-point Likert scale, their confidence regarding 

university programs ability to prepare graduates for the first three years of working life. As 

illustrated in Figure 20, only 11% of participants indicated they were Very confident , 23.3% 

feel Somewhat confident, and a further 32.9% are Moderately confident. Interestingly over a 

quarter of participants  (28.8%) express little confidence in university programs regarding 

preparedness and 4.1% are Not confident at all. Understanding why 32.9% of participants feel 

little or no confidence in current university programs is explored further in Qualitative findings,  

which represent the data retrieved from the open -ended questions in the survey.  
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  Figure 20: Confidence in University programs  

4.5 Qualitative findings: Survey  

The final section of the survey included a series of participant specific open-ended questions. 

These were designed to canvass the opinions of participants to utilise as secondary data in 

support of the primary quantitative data. Interestingly the response  rate for these questions 

was higher than anticipated.  

4.5.1 Future Challenges for BED 

Professionals 

Q1. Thinking of the capabilities of graduates, please comment on what you believe you 
and your organisation have done well and could have done better to prepare graduates 
for their transition to professional practice? 

Of the 61 professionals 69% (42 participants) responded. Discrepancies were apparent, in 

particular regarding the time during a student degree at which work experience should be 

introduced. One professional indicated that it is necessary “to have compulsory work 

experience throughout the degree – not just the final year ”. This was supported by others who 

stated that it is important to “employ students prior graduation and that linking projects to 

industry is very important; it should be done from the early years, not just the final ones”.  

Building on this point, many respondents felt their organisation provided good work 

experience programs also referred to graduate programs (See Table 8). Mentoring was cited 

specifically as a key element that professionals felt their organisation did well to aid the 

transition and preparedness of graduate-to-professional. In relation to responses regarding 

what could be better , there were not too many responses. Considering this, of those who did 

respond, the main focus was overwhelmingly about better integrating practice with education. 

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

Not confident at all

Little confidence

Moderately confident

Somewhat confident

Very confident

4.1%

28.8%

32.9%
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Confidence in University programs  
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Like Academics and FYS/RG, Professionals discussed the need to developing stronger ties 

between best practices in professions; citing this (practice-education connection) as an 

important opportunity for the profession to help inspire students and future professionals. 

Table 8: Graduate capabilities Professional perspectives  

Do well  Could do better 

My organisation has a very solid mature Graduate 
program… 

We introduced a graduate development program… 

We support a lot of mentoring programs each year… 

I help graduates by being a work and life mentor… 

Things done well - filling gaps in technical training; 
providing an overview of processes and procedures 
involve in professional practice and various fields of 
work conducted by the practice; encouragement to 
broaden and develop interests through attendance at 
seminars etc. 

Could improve in coordinating with universities on 
student placements, working with universities to 
provide a more standardised measure of placement 
assessment for current students. 

More exposure to a greater variety of work/types of 
project; better connection and mentoring with uni 
programs and work (regarding content and 
reinforcement of uni work at the office). 

Organisations could do better at contribution to the 
universities face (i.e. quality professionals being 
involved more at lecturer and tutorials) and providing 
opportunities for inspiration and engaging students 
creatively more so that there is a more holistic 
contribution to their skills. 

 
Professionals were not shy in indicating what was lacking either. Building off the previous 

point about integration, it is clear that institutio nal support would help to address the 

deficiencies highlighted in practice. 

Workplaces often have to pick up the slack in technical skills, knowledge and thinking 
and therefore to not have as much time to nurture the creative and conceptual 
thinking 

Better support networks and providing training upfront…  

Practice could improve with allowing more opportunities for site work… 

We are poor at rewarding those graduates [hard work and willingness to learn] and it 
takes a long time until they do much other than s upport work  

Q2. What do you believe students and universities currently do well and what do you 
think they could do better to prepare graduates for their transition to professional 
practice? 

Of the 61 professionals 75.4% (46 participants) responded. Interestingly most felt universities 

were doing a good job of teaching basic technical skills and theoretical understanding but 

thought they could do better in integration more generic skills such as communication and 

writing skills.  

Furthermore and as outlined in Table 9, emphasis was placed on the quality of information as 

well. Like the focus groups, there was a concern amongst some participants that universities 
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were responsible for poor quality and are not setting the bar high enough in passing stud ents 

with some believing that the standards are not high enough.  

Table 9: Graduate capabilities Professional perspectives: Students and universities  

Do well  Could do better 

Exposure to, and acquisition of knowledge in, theory 
and design practice; variety of group and individual 
work, general knowledge abase of profession and 
practice, encouragement of critical thinking. 

Institutions teach technical and research skills well. 

Visual presentation seems to be good. 

Universities teach them current technical knowledge 
and skills, how to research and how to thinking 
laterally. 

Universities currently offer a good theoretic 
understanding of the principles of the profession. 

Do well: good general grounding in technical 
information/theory. 

Teach them that work is hard. 

Universities teach students how to think, to question 
and to strategise, which are fundamental to every 
aspect of architecture. 

Improve English grammar and writing skills. 

Should have done better communication skills, 
especially efficient writing skills. 

More drawing needed/ability to communicate 
graphically, coherently and quickly. 

More practical application. 

More emphasis should be placed on the details of 
manufacturing techniques and value engineering 
techniques. 

… more involvement of industry professionals. 

Could have better construction based technical skills. 

Universities are not so good at preparing students for 
the working world in terms of multi tasking, and to 
some degree working autonomously. 

Academics 

Q1. Thinking of the capabilities of graduates, please comment on what you believe you 
and your university have done well and could have done better to prepare graduates for 
their transition to professional practice? 

Of the 24 academics 70.8% (17 participants) responded. Overall, there is a general perception 

amongst academics that universities do well in teaching conceptual and creative thinking, but 

do less well when it comes to computing, technical and generic workplace professional skills. 

Refer to Table 10.  

Tab le 10: Graduate capabilities Academic perspectives  

Do well  Could do better 

Conceptual thinking. 

Design-specific skills (e.g. CAD, design process). 

Done well in creating creative independent thinkers. 

Opportunities to learn and experiment with core skills 
required for practice. Created an awareness of the 
realities encountered in practice. Provided a grounding 
to understand all the variables that influence a 
designers life in practice. 

Practical experience could have been made more 
accessible. 

More focus on sustainability and working 
collaboratively. 

We do less well with more generic skills and students 
do less well in appreciating the need for them (e.g.: 
research skills, critical thinking, academic reading and 
writing. 

More quality and relevance in computing aspects of the 
course. Provide facilities and opportunities for the 
creation of a richer student culture. 
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Q2. What do you believe students and professional practice currently do well and what 
do you think they could do better to prepare graduates for their transition to professional 
practice? 

Of the 24 academics 50% (12 participants) responded. The Academic response rate on what 

students and professional practice currently do well was very limited  and provided little insight 

into what is current achieved by these stakeholders (Table 11). Suggestions of what they 

could do better had a better response rate. As highlighted previously by professionals, 

academics emphasised the need for greater exposure to practice-based environments, and 

increased interaction between academia and professional practice. 

Table 11: Graduate capabilities Academic perspectives: Students and professional practice  

Do well  Could do better 

Loyalty to their employer. 

Introducing them to technology used in practice. 

Communicating and presenting. 

 

Not loyal to themselves and their studies. 

Open their eyes to different practices and types of 
work, give them more experience working in 
collaborative teams. 

More active engagement in education is needed from 
both. 

Better mentoring strategies. 

More explicit feedback/input to universities regarding 
the evolving need of practice. 

Final year students (FYS) 

Q1. Thinking of the capabilities of graduates, please comment on what you believe you 
have done well and what you could have done better to prepare for the transition to 
professional practice? 

Of the 29 FYS 58.6% (17 participants) responded. Of this group, most felt they learnt well 

how to communicate with ot hers, work in a team and apply their skills technically. However, 

they also felt that a greater integration of university and professional practice would benefit 

their understanding of ‘real world’ pressures (including budgets and clients etc).  

One FYS felt they started working too early and advised that students should only seek work 

after completing two years of their degree. By c ontrast, another FYS, who started working 

early in their degree,  stated that it allowed them to contextualise their university work and 

allowed them to develop their skills in a professional environment.  Refer to Table 12. 

Table 12: Graduate capabilities FYS perspectives  

Do well  Could do better 

Able to work with anyone, able to come up with 
concepts in short period of time, able to understand 
situations that is given in a short time. 

Able to work and communicate well with team 

Greater specialisation. 

Work experience, even within the university with live 
projects. 
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Do well  Could do better 

members. 

Critical analysis and conceptual abstract thinking. 

Computer literacy. 

Employment and contract negotiation skills.  

A better understanding of the ‘real world’ design 
process including time pressures, budgets and client 
expectations. 

Q2. What do you believe universities and professional practice currently do well and what 
do you think they could do better to prepare graduates for their transition to professional 
practice? 

Of the 29 FYS 62% (18 participants) responded. Again the emphasis was to focus more on 

work experience and practice-specific skills (refer to Table 13) . FYS reiterated that universities 

are generally good at teaching report writing and research related skills, whereas they felt 

more time need to be devoted to employment, work experience and in -situ training.  

Table 13: Graduate capabilities FYS perspectives: Universities and professional practice  

Do well  Could do better 

University helps to set mindset of budding 
professionals. 

Assignments that get groups of people to work 
together [are] very good. 

Course[s] are very hands on and teaches a wide 
variety of skills. 

Good a developing report and research skills. 

Universities focus on high level aspects of problem 
solving in the design process. 

Employment and contract negotiation skills. 

More opportunities should be developed for 
‘vacationer’ positions. 

Spend more time on work experience. 

Be more available for one-on-one help with students 
and offer some final year subjects by open learning. 

One or two subjects were needed that may have 
related to professional practice or in-situ 
conceptualising. 

Need more design skill and computer work. 

Lack the focus necessary to develop practical hands-on 
skills that are better developed in TAFE courses. 

Recent graduates (RG) 

Q1. Thinking of the capabilities of graduates, please comment on what you believe you 
have done well and what you could have done better to prepare for the transition to 
professional practice? 

Of the 34 RG 47% (16 participants) responded. It evident that , like FYS, RG place high 

emphasis on work experience and appreciate learning about their discipline from a practice-

based perspective. Some even highlighted regret in not extending themselves throughout their 

degree and obtaining work experience earlier. Overall, the general consensus was that 

obtaining training prior graduation helped with the university -to-professional practice 

transition. Refer to Table 14. 
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Table 14: Graduate capabilities RG perspectives  

Do well  Could do better 

I am a good team player with excellent communication 
skills and high ambition. 

Engaged with industry throughout degree. 

Had time to research many fields from the courses 
offered to planning whilst as [institution]. 

Got work experience early. 

Having work experience before graduation really 
helped prepare me for the transition to practice. 

Pushed myself towards a better understanding (even 
theoretically) of allied technical professional skills. 

I tried a variety of areas within ID [industrial design] 
has helped affirm my interest in Exhibition Design. 

The best think I did was go part time at uni and work 
part time. 

More exposure to real life situations. 

Engage more real ‘industry’ projects as part of degree. 

Improve course training on how Federal, State and 
Local Government works in the context of 
development assessment and statutory planning. 

I believe, as with most professions, the success of a 
design graduate moving into the workforce has much 
less to do with their uni grades or their folio and more 
to do with them as a person and whether they will 
assimilate into the workplace. 

I regret not working within the profession/gaining 
work experience whilst studying. 

I regret not gaining some industry experience whilst I 
was studying because I was afraid I will not do well in 
my assignments. 

Q2. What do you believe universities and professional practice currently do well and what 
do you think they could do better to prepare graduates for their transition to professional 
practice? 

Of the 34 FYS 55.9% (19 participants) responded. This cohort reiterated sentiments of 

previous participants that university does a good job of teaching theoretical basis and how to 

think creatively (refer to Table 15) . However, they felt that too much time was focused on this 

and, as a result, the balance between theory and practice is not obtained. A desire to better 

integrate practice with education was high on the agenda.  

Table 15: Graduate capabilities RG perspectives: U niversities and professional practice  

Do well  Could do better 

Universities provide a good theoretical basis in what 
to expect in the work place, and introduces basic 
concepts that employers and the workplace expects. 

Get students to think creatively. 

Quite good skill level in terms of presentation 
methods, conceptualisation, user experience design. 
Give an ‘all-round’ type of approach. 

Encourage to pursue excellence, encourage to look 
broadly for an answer. 

Good skills in design tasks. 

They currently do well in giving lectures and resources 
for the academic side of teaching. 

Engage more real industry projects with real 
constraints. 

Realise that you cannot teach all aspects of 
Development Assessment and Statutory Planning 
(takes many years to learn how to administer). 

I think it is important for uni[versities] to incorporate 
work experience into the program. 

Make it a requirement to work whilst you study. 

Architecture specifically, there should be more 
industry links at university. 

Universities need a greater emphasis on construction 
techniques … it should be done co-operatively with 
industry, rather than have nothing to do with each 
other. 

More focus could be place on providing student with 
necessary documentation skills. 

Uni should expose the students and prepare them to 
become more practical and alert of the design process 
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Do well  Could do better 

rather than just learning to design buildings. 

Lacking on giving resources relating to industry and the 
practical side of teaching. 

More focus needs to be on paid to detailing, computer 
skills and communication skills … mandatory work in 
an office related to your course would be most 
beneficial. 

All participants  

Q1. The aim of this research is to identify how graduates are performing in their 
transition to professional practice, which is defined as the first three years after 
graduation. Considering this, is there anything else you would like to common on in 
relation to this study? 

Of the 148 participants 37% (55 participants) responded to this question. A response rate on 

this level was unexpected. This was a final additional question that allowed participants an 

opportunity to express any final thoughts. The fact that 37% felt the need to write final 

responses was very encouraging. In total, the response rate split included 29% — Academic 

cohort; 36% _— Professional cohort and 27% — FYS/RG cohort. Such a response rate 

indicates the overall interest from each stakeholder regarding the issues surrounding 

professional education. Overall, many utilised this final question as an opportunity to offer 

suggestions for future improvement, and to reiterate comments made earlier in the survey. 

Interestingly , Professionals utilised this as an opportunity to emphasise that it is not all the 

responsibility of Universities. Table 16 illustrates the final comments regarding Graduate 

capabilities. 

Table 16: Graduate capabilities final (additional) comments from all participants  

Academics 
29% response rate 

Professionals 
36% response rate 

Final Year Students/ Recent Graduates 
(FYS/G) 27% response rate 

Remember many students do not transit 
to professional practice in their field/s of 
their degree. We have to prepare ALL 
students for their future working lives, 
not just those who end up in design. 

This research is very welcome. 

Some graduates are performing 
extremely well and are very highly 
regarded by their employers. It is 
important to recognise that not all of 
the responsibility for graduate 
performance should rest with the 
university. The firms who employ 
graduates need to recognise that they 
play a significant role in the performance 
of graduates in the early stages of their 
career. Some firms perform this role 
very well and engage with graduates 
through providing strong guidance and 
mentoring. There seems to be a strong 

Employers are stuck in a difficult 
situation as they have had to carry the 
bulk of the skills training including being 
able to draw or sketch ideas and in 
technical problem solving etc which 
comes at great time and cost 
involvement with little assurance that 
they will be able to retain these 
employees once they are skilled as their 
is little loyalty in this generation.  There 
may need to be a more structured 
approach to this as a 'cadetship' where 
the employer has a expectation that they 
can retain the graduate.. . or the 
opposite where there is a more 
managed placement process where the 
training is spread across a range of 
practices - 6months at a time perhaps?  
This would give a much broader 
exposure to the built environment. Or 
both?  There needs to be a willingness 

Other disciplines actually strive to find 
work experience placements and in the 
end, a job, for their students. It feels as 
though there is no assistance from the 
built environment faculty. We have 
spent our money and we are finished, 
the university has no need to please us 
any more. 

The things we learn in university are 
basically an introductory 4 years to the 
real profession. What we learn here 
sometimes is useless and isn't used in 
the industry, but other times they are 
the basics of what we will continue to 
learn in the future on the job, which is 
needed. Overall, the program is doing a 
good job at educating us. 

Compulsory work experience in all 
courses.  In my course, we have not 
been able to get work experience due to 
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Academics 
29% response rate 

Professionals 
36% response rate 

Final Year Students/ Recent Graduates 
(FYS/G) 27% response rate 

correlation between graduates who are 
strongly mentored in the first six 
months of their employment and their 
overall success at work. 

High demand from industry and 
employment outstrips students. 

It is not the role of the university to 
train students so that they simply fit 
neatly into the conventional industry. It 
is our role to give them general tools as 
undergraduates and the role of industry 
to offer and support Continuing 
Professional Development after 
graduation.   

1. Greater emphasis on CPD particularly 
in the first 3 years from graduation - 
possibly in conjunction with Learning 
Bodies. 2. Adopting an appropriate 
independent Industry Mentor. 

Despite the fact that many academics 
genuinely attempt to keep abreast of 
'practice' developments - it is very 
difficult to legitimately answer questions 
from a perspective within which one is 
not intimately involved.  

to learn and to respect the knowledge of 
people who have greater experience to 
them.  This is a self-driven issue and one 
that is fundamental to the generation y 
thinking that it is all about them. 

Reinforce all subjects with actual 
practice so they can work out 
methodologies to reach acceptable 
standards. 

A lot more emphasis needs to turn to 
practice in one or more offices and 
awarding them with credit for their time 
expend in the real world.  Rather than 
focusing purely on academics. 

I believe that more needs to be done to 
accommodate part time study.  Financial 
pressures are dictating students need to 
also work to support themselves while 
they study.  Programs to link industry 
employers with these students would 
offer a great opportunity to start 
workplace training sooner.  I believe 
industry based work as compared to 
'Woolworths', provides a complimentary 
learning environment that will help to 
fast track their greater transition to 
professional practise. 

There are many excellent graduates, and 
the best of them are by and large equal 
to or better than the graduates of my 
era (25 years ago) in each of the 3 areas 
given above (core discipline first 
principles / positive attitudes to learning 
/ wider business context understandings) 
and in particular in the 3rd area.  
However there have been equal 
numbers of very poor graduates with 
unacceptable levels of understanding of 
first principles, attitudes to learning and 
business knowledge.   

We find the fastest transition occurs 
with those students who have part time 
employment in their field in the final 
years of their course. Hence a 
mandatory 'gap' year (rather than 3 
months vocation employment) would 
significantly enhance their usefulness to 
industry from day 1. 

I am a mature age student and 
throughout my course have really 
noticed how much more you really do 
learn in the workplace. Some of my 
fellow final year students have absolutely 
no idea how things work in the real 
world... of course this is the one's who 
have not been in the workplace. I think 
it is essential and should be encouraged 
more that students must participate in 
the field they are studying. 

Continuing contact with University as a 
resource to deal with emerging 
problems by mentoring or post graduate 
courses pertinent to their work place. 

I think students find it hard to transition 

the heavy load of work.  I am living away 
from home and am working to support 
myself.  I have no time at all (between 
work and uni) to get work experience 
(as this would most likely be unpaid) to 
prepare me for when I leave uni.  I am 
happy to work unpaid, though I just 
don’t have the time. 

I doubt that I will be entering 
professional practice in my field of study, 
whether in the next two years, or at all. 
I feel that my course has prepared me 
for a career in installation art, new 
media, or design development, but not 
provided me with practicable skills that I 
can contribute or use in practice. As a 
result, I do not feel fit for the workplace, 
and will continue to study, unfortunately 
the post-grad will push me further away 
from the prospect of practice, and more 
so into academia. 

The bust is here we will see how things 
go. 

The performance of graduates is pre-
determined by their individual traits and 
transferable skills outside of education. 
Those desiring to succeed will do so.  

Universities need to be aware that most 
interior design employees will only hire 
students as volunteers and not pay 
them, however, most students do not 
have time to volunteer and need the 
money so have to get paid part time 
jobs. It is also difficult because most 
firms hire full time workers. 

I think there is a fairly big gap in skill 
level between what you learn in uni and 
what you should know to perform 
effectively in the workplace. i think work 
experience is crucial, but ideally it would 
be a more directed internship such as 
with medicine etc. The problem is that 
design is such a varied, cross-disciplinary 
and non-directed field, that it is not 
really possible to do this. Students really 
need to be very conscious about where 
they want to head and self tailor their 
education with the tools of university 
degree, exchange study, work 
experience, honing in on their ideal 
mentors in the field and compiling a 
folio. The university's role could be to 
inform students of these various other 
aspects they need to take control of, and 
that the degree really isn't enough in 
itself. 

Continuing education is probably the 
most crucial and effective method of 
ensuring a smooth and lasting transition 
into professional practice. Whether this 
is institution-based, or workplace-baser. 

I believe those that don't have the 
opportunity to work in an architectural 
firm whilst studying will get a rude shock 
to what architecture really is all about - 
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Academics 
29% response rate 

Professionals 
36% response rate 

Final Year Students/ Recent Graduates 
(FYS/G) 27% response rate 

to the workplace because there is not 
enough work experience during the 
degree. After working with Architects 
there is an obvious difference between 
their transition. They do 1 years worth 
of work experience which I think is 
great. 

I think GDID should be less focused on 
one giant year long project, an internship 
program should be implemented, and 
students should be made aware of 
different types of employment and the 
effects to the design process they have 
been taught these can result in.      

As Industrial Designer, my role is open 
and the jobs are never things that fit like 
gloves. Or very rarely anyhow. A 
student and the institution needs to 
prepare people to adapt their learning 
skills. Not to honing technique with one 
tool. 

Sooner the transition starts the 
smoother it is. 

Generally unis are doing this well - 
arming graduates with knowledge and 
tools to communicate, understand and 
continue to learn as graduates in a 
practice. Practices need to be aware of 
their own responsibilities as well in this. 

Involve industry to a greater extent in 
the final year - encourage specific 
mentoring for projects - many academics 
have worked little in a commercial 
environment, or their commercial best 
practice skills (as opposed to research) 
can be wildly out of date. 

I think our graduates are prepared to 
learn very quickly. However I feel that 
there should be more difficult and 
technical subjects available for those 
students who wish to take on more than 
an undergraduate degree can offer. For 
example many of our undergraduates 
leave uni and look for further 
qualifications immediately. They should 
be satisfied with their level of education 
for a couple of years, until they assess 
future education requirements from the 
working world. 

Bring in industry experts to help with 
some lectures and tutorial sessions 
(does not have to be the entire subject, 
just balance the academic lecturer with 
some real world experience). 

Uni's should interface closer with 
industry peak bodies, proactively. The 
HIA, PIA, UDIA, etc are all good 
organisations, which would allow for 
networking of students and 
professionals, beneficial to both. 

we are led on a path that is not entirely 
true to what the industry does. 

There are just not enough jobs out 
there for all of us. 

It is important to remember that 
recently universities have abolished the 
requirement to work in professional 
practice as a prerequisite to graduation. 
The focus on teaching has not altered to 
prepare students who may not be in 
professional practice with the practical 
skills necessary to give a well-rounded, 
useful education. 

My experience has been the university 
has not cut ties nor commitment to me 
immediately upon completion of my 
course. This has proved to be a lifeline 
during an uncertain period. I have also 
been assisted by the research 
commercialisation officer from the 
university. Her services assisted in 
breaching a gap in my knowledge as to 
the way forward for my career and also 
provided much needed encouragement. 

I feel that my education was very good 
at preparing me for moving into my 
profession. The vast amount of 
information needed to be a competent 
designer can only be fully taught by 
experience.  

I think the future students will gain from 
this research.  

Good that you're doing this. I hope it 
helps more schools than just 
[institution]. Thanks for giving us the 
chance to collaborate!  
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4.6 Stakeholder engagement — Workshop 2  

A workshop was held in South Australia (Barossa Valley) on 7 July 2009. It was attended by 

approximately 80 participants and included representatives the academic stakeholder group as 

well as members of professional associations. This workshop was designed to canvass the 

views and perspectives of these stakeholders and to collectively identify if the intended 

recommendations  

In addition to the workshop, project leader Professor Susan Savage presented a paper 

Improving Graduate Transition from University to the Workp lace: Employer, Academic and 

Graduate Perspectives. Preceding the presentation all participants took part in a workshop 

(refer to section 3.10 for more information regarding workshop methodology). This workshop 

was used to obtain consensus regarding a way forward for the project.  

After analysing the data, it was decided that, instead of proposing six recommendations, it 

would be more appropriate to condense these into three overarching themes – outlined in the 

table below. Refer to Appendix B for a summary of the seminar observations.  

Original recommendations considered Final recommendation proposal 

1. Develop and implement better 
transition to work strategies. 1. Establish a guiding 

framework defining Built 
Environment and Design 
stakeholder roles and 
responsibilities. 

 

2. Undertake a national scoping 
study to identify and map how 
current Australian universities 
support adaptive learning 
environments. 

3. Establish a guiding framework 
defining BED stakeholder roles 
and responsibilities. 2. Alignment of academic and 

professional values. 

 4. Investigate further academic 
assumptions regarding ‘work’ and 
‘learning’. 

5. Devise a strategy to clarify 
academic and professional value 
alignment with a view to improve 
graduate productivity, retention 
and transition continuity. 

3. Develop and implement 
better transition to work 
strategies. 

 6. Enforce higher standards through 
greater industry and academic 
engagement. 

 



 

 

  

PART 5 
ALTC PROJECT ALIGNMENT 
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PART 5: ALTC project alignment 

5.1 Addressing the Supply and Quality of Engineering Graduates for the 

New Century  

It is important to acknowledge how the findings of this project compliment other recent ALTC 

initiatives and associated recommendations. In particular the recent study by King (2008) 

Addressing the Supply and Quality of Engineering Graduate for the New Century; and Ostwald 

and Williams (2008) study exploring the Understanding of Architectural Education in Australia. 

A recent study by King (2008) describes two key recommendations that correlate well with our 

findings. They include; implementing best practice engineering education and engagement 

with industry . 

Engineering schools must develop best-practice engineering education, promote 
student learning and deliver intended graduate outcomes.  Curriculum will be based 
on sound pedagogy, embrace concepts of inclusivity and be adaptable to new 
technologies and inter-disciplinary areas. 

Recommendation 3: Implementing best practice engineering education 

 

Engineering educators and industry practitioners must engage more intensively to 
strengthen the authenticity of engineering students’ education.  

Recommendation 5: Engagement with industry 

 

Whilst these recommendations provide a broad acknowledgement of the challenges facing 

Engineering education and industry engagement, the key considerations aspects worth noting 

are ‘adaptability’ and ‘integration’. Our study confirms this and has shown that employers 

expect and demand their recent graduates to be adaptable and flexible to a variety of work -

place scenarios. This may include anything from technological advancements through to 

emotional intelligence. Therefore, the challenges for the future will be: ensuring the alignment 

of academic and professional values [Rec 2] along with the development and maintenance of 

better transition to work strategies [Rec 3].  

5.2 Understanding Architectural Education in Australasia  

A recent study by Ostwald and Williams (2008) has three key recommendations that correlate 

well with the findings of this study. The recommendations of interest identified by Ostwald and 

Williams include: Clarity and Responsibility, Core skills or Generic skills and Industrial 

Project alignment [REC 3] Develop and implement better transition to work strategies 

Project alignment [REC 2] Alignment of academic and professional values 



ALTC report: Professional Education in Built Environment and Design  

 

January 2010         Page 72 of 133 

Experience. The alignment between these recommendations and our study are specified 

below:  

Issue: There is a lack of clarity concerning the educational responsibilities of 
architecture schools and architectural practices. 

Recommendation 3: Clarity and Responsibility 

Response: It is critical that the next iteration of the competency documents for 
accreditation and registration are tightly coordinated and clearly differentiate the 
educational responsibilities of each group.  

 

Issue: Generic skills are growing in the average architecture curriculum at the 
expense of core skills. 

Recommendation 6: Core skills or Generic skills 

Response: Architecture programs naturally develop a wide range of generic skills 
(including literacy, numeracy, business, social, environmental and ethical skills). The 
move to formalise and increase the proportion of architecture programs dedicated 
to such skills should be resisted or balanced against the greater need for core and 
discipline specific skills.  

 

Issue: Little is known about the experiences of students during the time they spend 
working in practice between the two tiers of study (the “year out”) and after they 
graduate but before they seek registration (“internship”). 

Recommendation 13: Industrial Experience 

Response: Further research is required on this topic.  

 

 

 

Project alignment [REC 3] Develop and implement better transition to work strategies 

Project alignment [REC 3] Develop and implement better transition to work strategies 

Project alignment [REC 1] Establishing a guiding framework defining Built Environment 
and Design stakeholder roles and responsibilities 



 

 

  

PART 6 
DISCUSSION & RECOMMENDATIONS 
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Part 6: Discussion and recommendations 

6.1 Discussion 

Overall it was found that exploring ways to smooth the transition between university and work 

must be a priority for universities and industry. Notably, this process is not about assistance in 

terms of developing curricula vitae, but rather about assisting students (especially those 

without mandatory work experience in their degree) to identify practical tangible work 

opportunities and how to target them.  

From this, it is clear that each stakeholder has strong views regarding their respective roles 

and responsibilities and how best to meet the challenges facing BED disciplines. It is generally 

agreed upon by all that universities play a crucial role in ensuring graduates develop lifelong 

learning skills and attributes that can carry them onto a long and fruitful career, however, 

professionals and students did not feel universities were doing enough to ensure this 

development occurred. Nor do professionals feel the standard maintained by universities is 

high enough or equal to the standards expected in industry. Academics, on the other hand, 

cite time, resource constraints as well as changing paradigms in university priority structures 

to be critical aspects affecting their ability to effectively engage. Students and academics, 

whilst they cited differing reasons, overall feel it is important for industry to contribute more to 

assist with the learning process and in particular aid the transition -to-work process. It is clear 

that these disparities require further exploration to be understood completely.  

The recommendations listed are an interim conclusion to the research undertaken in this 

study. These recommendations are intended as a means to instigate discussion. Defining a 

way forward is only one step: it is evident that all stakeholders will need  to work together to 

ensure appropriate implementation.  

Overall, the research highlighted that closer relationships between academia and practice are 

needed to ensure better continuity for graduates’ transitioning -to-work. Further research 

needs to be conducted to better understand the disparity that exists between the 

understanding and expectations of different stakeholders, particularly the relative importance 

of specific graduate capabilities for each discipline. From this, the research team have 

developed three recommendations – refer to section 6.2 recommendations.  
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6.2 Recommendations  

This report proposes the following three recommendations.  

RECOMMENDATION 1 
Establish a guiding framework defining Built Environment 
and Design stakeholder roles and responsibilities  

 

Reference 

    

Challenges [C] C3: Future proofing (e.g. collaborative preparedness 
paradigm shifts, e.g. Global Economic Crisis); 
C4: Stakeholder roles, responsibilities and value alignment; 
C5:  Evaluating work experience; 
C6: Stakeholder engagement and enforcing higher standards. 

 Section 4.3 

    

Issue To generate better understanding of what occurs during the 
transition-out phase from student-learner to engaged-
professional, a better understanding of specific roles and 
responsibilities of each stakeholder is required. Additionally, 
industry expectations surrounding student/graduate 
capabilities vary between disciplines (e.g. technical skills, 
discipline specific knowledge etc.).  

  

    

Background Literature indicates that better understanding of the specific 
learning that occurs during the transitional phase31

 
 is 

necessary. This is because pressure is directed mostly toward 
universities as mediums for fostering and creating lifelong, 
flexible, adaptable learners, there is now an ever increasing 
need for universities to constantly redefine their general 
education outcomes. However, there seems to be little 
exploration regarding the type and quality of contribution 
from the broader discipline (including; professional 
associations, workplaces, as well as graduates). 

Section 2.2 
Section 2.3  
Section 4.3 
Table 6 
Figure 10 
Figure 11 
Figure 12 
Figure 13 
Figure 14 
Section 5.1 
 
 

    

Response  Stronger links between academia and practice must be 
established to ensure BED graduates are well rounded both 
technically and socially and can engage and contribute to their 
discipline as productively as is possible during the critical 
transition-to-work phase of their careers.  
 

It is necessary to discuss, identify and document how 
stakeholders should work together to meet future challenges.  
Establish and maintain a sustainable network (community of 
practice) – designed to collaborate, develop and disseminate 
a national ‘good practice’ guide (graduate transition in BED 
disciplines) – to help ensure quality across the sector. 
 

Universities need to provide a platform to educate and 
replicate work-based models of social interaction. Greater 
understanding of workplace culture and understanding the 
context of working order would help to close the current 
‘learning’ gap that exists between graduate and professional. 

  

 

                                                           
31 Within the first three years of graduation 
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RECOMMENDATION 2  
Alignment of academic and professional values 

 

Reference 

    

Challenges [C] C4: Stakeholder roles, responsibilities and value alignment; 
C5: Evaluating work experience; 
C6: Stakeholder engagement and enforcing higher standards. 

 Section 4.3 

    

Issue The disparity between academic and professional values and 
expectations.  

  

    

Background One major trend is the ever widening ‘transitional’ gap 
experienced by students as they embark on a professional 
career beyond university. Understanding the learning that 
occurs during the transition-to-work phase is complex. 
There are many competing agendas and so defining them 
all can be difficult. One major consideration is defining 
‘work ready’ and the notion of lifelong learner versus 
‘training’. 

 Section 2.2 
Section 4.3 
Section 4.5.1 
Section 5.1 
Section 5.1.2 
Figure 18 
Figure 19 
Table 7 

    

Response  Specific BED definitions work and learning capabilities must 
be identified, documented and disseminated across the 
sector. This might occur by targeting students’ final year of 
study to help align University value system with capabilities; 
thus closing the gap that currently exists. This may also 
include benchmarking capabilities and identifying [or 
developing] best practice scenarios. Another possibility might 
be the evaluation and dissemination of a series of best-
practice toolkits for the BED academic and professional 
sectors.  
 

In addition to defining capabilities, greater involvement from 
the professions is required during a students’ course of study. 
It is proposed that professional associations should work 
closely with universities to build and maintain this network. 
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RECOMMENDATION 3  
Develop and implement better transition-to-work 
strategies 

 

Reference 

    

Challenges [C] C1: Development of critical thought and lifelong learning; 
C2: Interpersonal and social skills; 
C5: Evaluating work experience. 

 Section 4.3 

    

Issue Lack of collaboration between academia and industry in 
supporting appropriate development of non-technical 
capabilities of graduates. 

  

    

Background There have been numerous studies exploring the links 
between graduate capabilities from both working and 
academic contexts, most of which aim to better 
understand student capabilities, lifelong learning 
development and transition to work strategies. However, 
identifying how graduates transfer generic capabilities from 
university to work is difficult. 

 

It has been identified that only the skilled and flexible 
learners will be able to flourish in the changing contexts of 
an increasingly interconnected and complex society. 

Section 2.2 
Section 2.3 
Section 4.3 
Table 7 
Figure 17 
Section 5.1 
Section 5.1.1 
Section 5.1.2 
 

    

Response  Strategies to improve student interpersonal and social 
capabilities such as – leadership, confidence and humility must 
be developed. Furthermore, developing ways of improving 
graduates’ capacity to engage in good judgement, critical 
thinking and lifelong learning is necessary. Universities and 
professional associations need to develop ways of working 
together to address these issues in order to better facilitate 
successful graduate transition to work. 
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Appendix A – Seminar schedule – Workshop 1 

 

Professional Education in Built Environment 
and Design Seminar 
A316, A Block, Gardens Point 
Wednesday, 30 July 2008 

Time Description 

09.00 – 09.15 Registration 

09.15 – 09.30 
Welcome and Overview  

Professor Susan Savage, Assistant Dean Teaching and Learning, 
Faculty of Built Environment and Engineering, QUT 

09.30 – 10.00 
Overview of the Project  

Professor Susan Savage, Assistant Dean, Teaching and Learning 
Portfolio, Faculty of Built Environment and Engineering, QUT 

10.00 – 10.30 
A View from Practice 

Ms Jacki Eames, GHD  

10.30 – 10.50 MORNING TEA with Executive Deans ADBED 

10.50 – 11.15 
Equipping Graduates for Life in Contemporary Practice  

Speaker: Associate Professor Jill Franz, WIL Director, Faculty of Built 
Environment and Engineering, QUT  

11.15 – 12.00 
Group Discussion 

Learning for the professions; key challenges and qualities for programs of 
study 

12.00 – 12.30 Group Feedback 

12.30 – 13.30 LUNCH with Executive Deans ADBED 

13.30 – 14.15 
Scoping the Project – Group Discussion 

What needs doing to achieve the project aims?  Where and who with? 
How? 

14.15 – 14.45 
Summary 

Next steps 

14.45 – 15.00 AFTERNOON TEA with Executive Deans ADBED 
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Appendix B – Seminar observations 
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Appendix C – Focus group protocol 

 

 

 

Example of Focus group prompting questions 
 
Focus Group Session 1 – Professionals 
The aim of this research is to identify how university graduates of courses in built environment and/or design 
disciplines are performing in the transition to work. For the purposes of this research, “graduate” is defined as a 
person who has completed a university qualification in a built environment and/or design discipline since 30th 
June 2005. 

Thinking about students and their transition out of university, we would like you to consider today what happens 
at this point, during the transition from university to working life… -  

We can begin the discussion by going around the table and getting your opinion, what are some of the 
key challenges facing you in the built environment and design sectors?  

What is done well? What could be better? (Reoccurring question for each statement) 
Can you think of any opportunities / obstacles? 

What are your thoughts about students having experience in their chosen discipline before graduation? Do you 
think it is necessary? If yes, why – what difference does it make? 

As a practitioner what is it that you look / what do you expect from a graduate? You can break this down into 
skills and attributes if you like...  

What role do you (professionals) play in helping graduates prepare for the transition to professional practice? 
What else could you do – to aid this transition? 

What role do you think universities play – in preparing students for the transition to professional practice? What 
else could universities do – to aid this transition? 

What role do you think students or recent graduates play – in preparing for the transition to professional 
practice? What else could students and recent graduates do – to aid this transition? 

Reflecting again on the initial question, what are the key challenges facing built environment and design… and 
considering all we have discussed regarding the transition of students from university to work. How do you think 
the challenges discussed earlier will affect student’s transition to professional practice? 

Drawing to a close, is there anything else you would like to add – is there anything we have not covered that 
you feel is important? 

Overview 

Introduce staff involved in the project. 

Thank everyone for attending and volunteering their valuable time to participate. 

Ensure everyone is aware the session will be audio recorded – begin recording 

Introduce the session – aim of the project (ppt slide) 

Establish guidelines for the session. Highlight the following: 

- Confidentiality is assured. “What is shared in the room stays in the room” Identities will be not 
be revealed in any publications/reports. 

- It is important for us to hear everyone’s ideas and opinions. There are no right or wrong 
answers to questions – just ideas, experiences and opinions, which are all valuable. 

- It is important for us to hear all sides of an issue – both positive and the negative. 
- The time scheduled will be upheld. 
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Appendix D – Summary – Workshop 2 
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SUMMARY – WORKSHOP 2 
8th July 2009 Barossa Valley, South Australia 

 
Session 1 “Name two challenges facing the built environment 
& design sectors” 
 

Table 1  
 

1. Conflict between what industry looks for and university expectations 
2. Conflict requiring technical skills and soft skills (challenge dichotomy) 
3. Differing industries not in agreement with one another 

Table 2 
 

1. Note: would argue that part-time students are already in transition 
2. Employer perceptions :: University Goals Vs Practice Goals 
3. Mixing international and domestic students, raises certain issues 

Table 3 
 

1. Agree with previous tables 
2. No clear distinction – believe ‘transition’ begins in 2nd year 

IDEAS 
a. Student/industry network 

i. Formal/structured/mediated 
ii. Ensure underpinning of student satisfaction 

b. Need more rounded education & must make sure we do not simply become 
“surrogate recruitment agencies” 

c. Organisations that offer scholarships – i.e. have the opportunity then to ‘cherry 
pick students’ 

i. Problem with this – these opportunities are only applicable to a select 
portion of students and does not benefit the broader/whole cohort 

Table 4 
 

1. University + industry expectations.  
2. LONGTERM, LIFETIME vs TODAY 
3. Impossible dream Vs time/cost & quality 
4. Need to look for best practice (examples from industry) 

Table 5 
 

1. Same issues as other tables 
2. Note: there is currently a ‘strategic plan’ about ‘work ready’ graduates BUT NO CLEAR 

definition of ‘work ready’ 
a. Better communication needs to be the focus – re: what work ready means 
b. Currently we do not assess work ready attributes 
c. We (academia) CAN teach skills but CANNOT teach experience 
d. Work ready Vs Life Long Learner 

- Highlighted that this is what we have to do – which is particularly 
interesting considering the previous point that we ‘cannot teach 
experience’. Is LLL not about EXPERIENCE – or at least the 
identification of worthwhile experiences or the ability to learn how to 
‘learn from’ any experience irrespective of its perceived 
‘immediacy/impact’… ? 

Table 6 
 

1. Note – most students of construction are already working or have considerable amounts of 
experience behind them… 

2. Challenge – to better understand emerging issues 
a. i.e. things we (academics) might not be using 
b. Communication skills for example and the way ‘youth’ communicate today 

i. Older lecturers are not too sure or confident with current methods and 
this affects perceptions from students 

ii. HOWEVER, skills such as critical writing are a NECESSITY 
Table 7 
 

Focused on solutions rather than problems 
1. Site visits 
2. Guest speakers 
3. Web cams on building sites 
4. Capstone projects etc.. 
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Session 2 “Describe two aspects of the role that you think 
either academics or professionals play during graduate 
transition to work” 
 
Table 1 
 

Academics  – key, better communication, better forums and discuss what each expects.. 
outputs from students…  
- better forums to discuss what each expects regarding the output provide 

Table 2 
 

Practitioners  – Act as mentors 
  - work experience / accreditation (already doing) 

Table 3 
 

Academic - need practice advancing communication skills and relevant learning how to do 
reports onsite based issues 
- decision making skills 

Industry  - provide more engagement with students 
- bring problems for student to work on to find solutions and industry provides 
the critique 
- employment opportunities – inform students of what they ‘look’ for 

Table 4 
 

Industry – university partnerships 
- exit week 
- industry reps (students as reps) 
- Mentoring students into professional life 

Table 5 
 

- AIB & industry need to work together – need to redefine competencies 
- Staff exchanges with industry 
- Guest lecturing 

Table 6 
 

Graduate focused. Believe that by the time someone has reached graduate level then they have the 
capacity to take responsibility for their own transition to work. 

Table 7 
 

- Cooperation �Æ Keystone �Æ Industry need to  ACCEPT graduates for what they are 
- REMOVE competencies – need more talk about KNOWLEDGE and SKILL 
- NEED for partnerships – industry and professional bodies 

1. Specific job training to learn job skills 
2. Academics very ready not to train BUT not good at explaining WHY –  

a. i.e. “offering them a bag of skills they can carry with them 45 years into 
the future” 

b. The role of academics is to better COMMUNICATE this! 
3. General discussion 

a. Need to be careful that we are not training for vocation 
b. Caution with focus/words required 

Table 8 
 

Academic & Professionals 
- Assessment, COURSE/ SUBJECTS must go hand-in-hand 
- I.e. WIL is a good medium for this 
- mentoring needs to be coordinated 

1. industry always says ‘yes’ it is important but TOO FEW take it on – this has to 
change 

Academic  – facilitating work ready graduates requires assumption of skills and experience from 
academics 
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Session 3 – discussion 
Open forum for participants to reflect 

�Ê reference to slide and Human Social Capabilities  
o Ethical standards – is this where we teach this? 
o Wanting to break down barriers 

�Ê Example – A contractor offered mentors to help students and their recent graduates 
‘human social capabilities’ i.e. used the current recent graduate employees to mentor 
students and in doing so this employer felt they would better develop these 
‘capabilities’ 

�Ê Building on dispensing competencies 
o Building discipline is generally about individual development and skills are 

generally “stitched on the outside” 
o Should focus on group leadership – i.e. if you cannot work in team you fail 

(the industry is dependant on people being able to work in teams) 
o Commercial awareness is a must 

�Ê Life skills 
o Are graduates aware they do not know…. 
o Example: tried to integrate skills in building with ‘self awareness’ etc…but 

students do NOT see the value in this… 
o Why do this at an undergraduate level – when they do not acknowledge or 

UNDERSTAND why they have to do it?! 
�Ê General comments  

o Quantity surveying report – concern with lack of knowledge 
o Curriculum is enough 
o Professions don’t think they know enough (technical skills) 

�ƒ Measurement! 
�ƒ Construction technology etc… 

o First year uni does not focus enough on explaining the ‘transition’ i.e. does 
not explain enough about UNIVERSITIES role (to students) about preparing 
them for work…  

o Questioning the tools we use is a concern (education!) 
�ƒ If the tools are wrong – we have a major problem 
�ƒ What role does industry play? 

o Part of the problem is that graduates need to know more of what to do 
�ƒ Lecturing 100 students is very hard to ask questions 
�ƒ It is difficult to give information to a large number of students �Æ 

personalisation of information is very difficult to do.. 
o Consider models such as medicine… possibly a safer way to consider these 

issues… 

END. 
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Appendix E - Publications 

 

Included: 

Published / presented 

Davis, R., Savage, S., & Miller, E. (2009). Professional Education in Built Environment and 
Design: Exploring Stakeholder Roles and Responsibilities. Paper presented at the 16th 
World Conference on Cooperative Education and Work Integrated Learning, 
Vancouver, Canada (June).  

 

Savage, S., Davis, R. & Miller, E. (2009). Improving Graduate Transition from University to the 
Workplace: Employer, Academic and Graduate Perspectives. Paper presented at the 
34th AUBEA Annual Conference: Managing change - challenges in education and 
construction for the 21st century, South Australia (July). 

 

Savage, S., & Davis, R. (2009). Professional Education in Built Environment and Design. 
Workshop presentation at the 34th AUBEA Annual Conference: Managing change - 
challenges in education and construction for the 21st century, South Australia (July). 

 

Davis, R., & Savage, S. (2009). Built Environment and Design in Australia: Challenges and 
Opportunities for Professional Education. Paper proposed for the AAEE: Engineering 
the Curriculum, University of Adelaide (December). 
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WACE Conference, Vancouver 23-26 June, 2009 

Professional Education in Built Environment and Design: 
Exploring Stakeholder Roles and Responsibilities 

 
Rebekah Davis, Susan Savage and Evonne Miller 
Faculty of Built Environment and Engineering 

Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, Australia 

 

Abstract 

This paper reports on the preliminary findings of an ongoing Australian Learning and Teaching 

Council (ALTC) – Discipline Based Initiatives (DBI) study, mapping the key issues facing 

professional education in built environment (quantity surveying, construction management, 

project management, property economics, spatial science, planning, civil engineering) and 

design (architecture, interior design, industrial design, landscape architecture).  

The research aims to advance professional education in these disciplines and the 

transdisciplinary spaces across them by identifying the changing nature of professional 

practice in built environment and design disciplines, particularly the impacts of changing 

modes of practice (integrated practice), technology and globa lisation. Three focus groups 

were conducted in Brisbane, Australia with key stakeholders: industry professionals (n=8), 

academics (n=8) and graduate/final year students (n=6). A semi -structured approach was 

utilised to explore the key challenges facing the built environment and design sectors, identify 

the role the university, industry and students play in meeting these challenges, and 

understand how prepared current graduates are for professional practice and what needs to 

be done to help better prepare st udents for this transition.  

Responses were analysed using a thematic approach, identifying categories, themes and 

patterns.  Preliminary findings highlight the apparent disparity between the understandings 

and expectations of different stakeholders, parti cularly the relative importance of specific 

graduate capabilities (e.g., technical skills, critical thought). Our research offers a beginning 

point for understanding how industry professionals, academics and graduates view the 

changing nature of professional practice in built environment and design, highlighting 

challenges and opportunities.   

  



ALTC report: Professional Education in Built Environment and Design  

 

January 2010         Page 88 of 133 

Introduction32

In Australia, the need for built environment and design professionals is acute given the boom 

in infrastructure required to advance economic development and national prosperity.  Whilst 

graduates in these disciplines are currently employed quickly, at higher salaries than ever 

before, changing modes of practice require new types of skills and knowledge sets so that 

graduates are well prepared for emerging practice paradigms.  The importance of maintaining 

relevance in their skills on graduation is critical to the mass of recruits entering these 

disciplines each year.  It is also essential that professional education prepares graduates to 

make sound, ethical (especially related to sustainability and globalisation), and technologically 

appropriate, well-founded decisions on behalf of the community (Sullivan and Rosin 2008).   

 

The value of this research lies in its future focus on the professions – which graduates of built 

environment and design enter.  Changing modes of practice (a move to integrated practice 33), 

technological development (emergence of building information modelling systems34

Methodology 

) and 

globalisation have inexorably altered these professions (ICSID 2007; Sullivan 2005) while at 

the same time there remains a need for professional people to work in the ethical service of 

their communities. The impact of this research will be to focus professional education in built 

environment and engineering on the changing needs of the practice in the service of the 

community.  It is anticipated that this research will assist the disciplines concerned to promote 

teaching and learning for change in th e professions (Boud 1998; Boud and Solomon 2001; 

Hutchings, Huber and Golde 2007).   

To better understand the changing nature of professional practice in built environment and 

design disciplines and ways to establish a more appropriate and future-oriented agenda in 

these disciplines, key stakeholders (professionals, academics and students) were encouraged 

to participate in focus groups.  

Focus groups were conducted in Brisbane, Australia with each of the three target groups: 

professionals (n=8),  academics (n=8) and graduate/final year students (n=6). As an incentive 

for participation, participants received lunch and a $30 gift voucher. One researcher led each 

focus group, using a semi-structured approach. Standard good practice interview and ethical 

                                                           
32 This introduction is a modified version of the application submitted to the Australian Learning and Teaching Council 
(2007).  
33 Integrated practice refers to teams of architects, engineers, construction managers, quantity surveyors etc usually 
(but not necessarily) cooperating to create a single unified building information model with all aspects or architecture, 
structure, services etc fully integrated and resolved.  
34 A 3D digital model of a building containing sufficient information to construct it without the use of additional 
drawings or specifications.  
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protocols were followed, with the semi -structured discussion format focus groups lasting 

approximately one hour. 

The ‘Professional’ group comprised of senior managers, representing architecture (4), urban 

planning (1), quantity surveying (1) and engine ering/project managers (2). Half were affiliated 

with the professional industry partners on the project; half were recruited through personal 

networks and target emails to local businesses in these disciplines. The ‘Academic’ group 

comprised of teaching staff, 4 females and 4 males, from landscape architecture (1), industrial 

design (1), architecture (2), interior design (2), property economics (1) and civil engineering 

(1). All were recruited through a general faculty -wide email requesting participation. The 

‘graduate/final year’ group comprised of 2 females and 4 males, from industrial design (2 

graduates, 1 final year), Architecture (1 graduate), civil engineering (1 final year) and urban 

planning (1 graduate). All were recruited through personal networks , asking final year 

coordinators and project partners to pass on the focus group details to potential participants.  

Analysis 

A semi-structured approach was utilised, this was centred on understanding the key 

challenges facing the built environment and design sectors and identifying the role each 

stakeholder (university/academics, industry/professionals and recent graduates/students) can 

play in meeting these challenges.  A critical component was to understand how well prepared 

current graduates are for prof essional practice and what needs to be done to help better 

prepare students for this transition. A Thematic Analysis was undertaken on the focus group 

data to identify key themes.   Transcripts and responses were analysed using a thematic 

approach, identifying categories, themes and patterns (Liamputtong and Ezzy 2005). The 

process of identifying, categorising and coding data, described by Punch (1998) as “putting 

tags, names or labels against pieces of the data” (p 204), he lps reduce and simplify the vast 

amount of data and identify dominant themes. A key focus was to identify the extent of 

convergence or divergence in what stakeholder’s perceived to be the key issues facing built 

environment and design related disciplines.  

Findings and discussion 

Surprisingly, the three stakeholders (professionals, academics and students) generally held 

rather different views about the key challenges facing the industry. Recent graduates and final 

year students focused on the challenge of getting their first job, as well as the importance of 

social skills and developing specific personality traits such as humility and confidence. Whereas 

the academic cohort focused on the global economic crisis and the importance of graduates 
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developing critical thinking and transferable skills. For professionals, the focus was on attitude, 

skills and abilities of new graduates, particularly in terms of critical thinking and addressing 

issues such as sustainability. Despite the different emphasises, however, there were some 

general commonalities about what these stakeholders perceived as the key challenges facing 

their professions:  

1. Development of critical thought and lifelong learning  

All stakeholders, in different ways, emphasised the importance of critical thinking, problem -

solving skills and life-long learning. All acknowledged that graduates need a strong conceptual 

skill-base to build on, which is what university should provide.  

Academics described how “one thing we can do is to be able to give them the tools to 

research and be able to find out information for them and to be able to continue their learning 

process on their own beyond university”  (Academic, M7); similarly, professionals debated what 

the job of a university was, agreeing that “university has the responsibility of… providing the 

forum for people to learn and think” (Professional, M5). Equally, students spoke of the task of 

university being about learning skills and knowledge and not about developing personal 

attributes “as we go through university it is purely about skills and about knowledge. It is not 

actively, you don't actively improve yourself...” (Students, M2). 

The development of ‘thinking’ was the prime consideration for professionals; all were very 

clear that they did not expect new graduates to arrive and do everything, but they need to 

posses a conceptual skill-base and ability to understand the problem. It was generally ag reed 

also that university was the platform to provide the space for exploring this skill “It's the one 

time in their lives that for maybe 4 -5yrs that they can be free. They can be global about their 

thinking.”  (Professional, M4) 

2. Development of interpersonal social skills.  

Students spoke passionately about the importance of inter-personal, social and communication 

skills, describing how humility, leadership and teamwork were critical qualities for success in 

the workplace. “I think all of the things, you  know communication and how to talk to 

somebody and how to present your work and all of these things that are really, really 

important in the real world” (Students, M2). “Confidence. It's the sink or swim mentality. If 

someone chucks you in the deep end and you manage to keep your head above water long 

enough to get to the side then you gain confidence in your ability to do harder things”  

(Students, F3). Similarly professionals mentioned the importance of graduates expressing and 

demonstrating a desire to learn. This was discussed extensively with the majority of 
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professionals claiming technical capabilities less of a concern stating they actively “look for the 

willingness to learn” (Professionals, M4). 

3. The impact of the global economic crisis. 

Although all stakeholders saw the global economic crisis as a challenge, they generally focused 

on different aspects and consequences. For students, there was an acknowledgement that 

jobs would be more difficult to get “But now that the market is not as buoyant and things are 

a little bit uneasy, people who, who were potentially the best students in the corium of 

graduates are now finding it really difficult to find work”  (Students, F3). For academics, most 

saw the solution, and their role to be educating students to  be life–long learners and to be 

adaptable “I was thinking along the same lines it implies that they need to think broader. 

There is a range of vocations that we can probably prepare them for beyond a normal and a 

traditional approach. A lot of them get to  the end of the course and I don’t want to really be 

an interior designer or an architect but we can give them an education that gives them skills 

that they can adapt to complimentary type roles”  (Academic, M3). 

Conclusions 

Exploring ways to smooth the transition between university and work needs to be a priority for 

universities and industry. Notably, this process is not about assistance in terms of developing 

curriculum vitas, but rather about assisting students (especially  those without mandatory work 

experience in their degree) to identify practical tangible work opportunities and how to target 

them. The next stage of this research will be to correlate the focus group findings with that of 

the national survey that was still active during the compilation of this paper. A complete 

definition of the key challenges facing built environment and design related disciplines in 

Australia as well as a list of recommendations will be available through the final Australian 

Learning and Teaching Council report due to be completed March 2009.   
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ABSTRACT  
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This paper presents the findings of the Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC) 

Professional Education in Built Environment and Design study which explored current key 

educational challenges facing the built environment and design (BED) sectors. Stakeholders 

(professionals, academics and students) participated in a seminar (n=35), focus groups 

(n=22) and an online survey (n=148). The findings highlight the importance of establishing 

stronger links between academia and practice to ensure BED graduates have the necessary 

technical and social skills to productively engage and contribute to their discipline during the 

critical transition-to-work phase of their careers. 

INTRODUCTION 

This paper summarises the key findings of an Australian Learning and Teaching Council 

(ALTC) project, Professional Education in Built Environment and Design. The project explored 

what stakeholders (industry professionals, academics and students) viewed as the key 

educational challenges facing the built environment and design sectors (BED), focussing on 

identifying any gaps between academic and practice-based knowledge/experience and 

understanding the transition to work phase for new graduates 35

                                                           
35 In this instance “graduate” is defined as a person who has completed a university qualification in a built envir onment 
and/or design discipline since 30th June 2005. 

. A mixed-methods research 

approach was utilised, with BED stakeholders encouraged to participate in a full-day seminar 

(n=35), focus groups (n=22) and an online survey (n=148). Specific deta ils about the focus 

groups (Davis, Savage & Miller, 2009) and online survey (Davis and Savage 2009) are 

reported elsewhere, with this paper integrating the key qualitative and quantitative research  
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findings and outlining key proposed recommendations. Critically, this research contributes to a 

national directive for future planning of the Built Environment (Engineering and Design) 

disciplines, documenting what industry professionals, academics and students currently think 

about the profession and providing recommendations designed to facilitate the development of 

a shared vision for the BED sectors.  

BACKGROUND 

Globalisation, technological advancement, global economic pressures, and job shortages only 

serve to highlight the critical timing of this research for the future planning of BED disciplines. 

Exploring how BED disciplines will evolve to meet these demands, and appropriately 

identifying specific stakeholder roles and responsibilities, is difficult.   

There have been numerous studies exploring the links between graduate capabilities from 

both working and academic contexts, most of which aim to better understa nd student 

capabilities, lifelong learning development and transition to work strategies  (See for example, 

Davies, Csete and Poon 1999, ACNielsen Research Services 2000, Bowden et al. 2000, Jolly 

2001, Love, Haynes and Irani 2001, Commonwealth of Australia 2002, Duignan 2002, Askew 

2004, Johnston and McGregor 2004, Ahearn et al. 2005, Frank 2005, Gibb 2005, Hargreaves 

and Boles 2005, Savage 2005, Barrie 2006, Boles et al. 2006, Hutchings, Huber and Golde 

2007, Oliver et al.  2007, DEEWR 2008, Zou 2008).  

For example, a study by Rogers and Mentkowski (2004) explored the context of ‘ learning’ and 

identified  that the ‘multidimensional’ learning that occurs when working with all stakeholders 

is important. Furthermore, they noted that academics can ‘explicitly articulate liberal learning 

in the performance and enduring habits of alumni’  (2004, p. 371). But, they also state that 

attempting to specifically identifying how graduates transfer generic capabilities from 

university to work is difficult to define. In emphasising the criticality of this issue, Boud (2000) 

states that only the skilled and flexible learners will be able to flourish in the changing contexts 

of an increasingly interconnected and complex society. Similarly, Boud and Hawke (2003) 

discuss the importance of students not only becoming lifelong learners, but also the ‘implicit in 

the notion of learning -how-to-learn is that of being an assessor of learning’(p. 3) . It seems 

that the university learning environment is perceived to be the pl ace where students learn all 

they need too not just to be a skilled discipline -specific worker, but also to prepare students 

for lifelong careers – instilling capabilities that allow for intrinsic learning. However, 

understanding the learning that occurs during the transition -to- work phase is complex.  

A study by Davies, Csete and Poon (1999) explored employer’s expectations of the 

performance of construction graduates. This study found that graduates and employers 



ALTC report: Professional Education in Built Environment and Design  

 

January 2010         Page 95 of 133 

generally agree on the importance of a set of general skills. Interestingly, the study concluded 

that graduates are not as ill -prepared for the workplace as suggested by anecdotal evidence 

from employers. A limitation of this study and many others is that they have only surveyed 

graduates and employers; if universities are highlighted as the predominant environment for 

capability development, then it is important to ensure that the perspectives of this cohort are 

included as well. For example, a study of property education by Blake and Susilawati (2009) 

found that the key is to try to understand how university programs can better aid students in 

the transitions to the professional environment. The need to better understand the concerns 

of specific disciplines are important, but so too is it to  understand/obtain holistic perspectives 

of all stakeholders. 

Generic skills may seem to offer the basis of just such a learning for an unknown 
future. Generic skills, by definition, are those that surely hold across manifold 
situations, even unknown ones. I want to suggest, however, that the idea of skills, 
even generic skills, is a cul-de-sac. In contrast, the way forward lies in  construing 
and enacting a pedagogy for human being. In other words, learning for an unknown 
future has to be learning understood neither in term so knowledge or skills but of 
human qualities and dispositions. Learning for an unknown future calls, in short, for 
an ontological turn (2004, p. 247) . 

Barnett (2004) calls for better understanding of Learning for an unknown future, in which he 

defines: 

The problem with Barnett’s statement is that understanding how curriculum should be shaped 

is not clearly defined. Blake and Susilawati (2009) found that ‘generally students and 

employers consistently perceived that the ‘transition out’ of university education to the 

profession was made more seamless by an integration of academic studies and professional 

work experience from the intermediate stages’(p. 13) . This integration has been acknowledged 

by a variety of educational literature highlighting ‘an increasing shift to WIL 36 modalities of 

program delivery, requires a cultural shift to increase the hosting capacity of the industry as a 

whole’ (Boles et al.  2006, p. 6 see also, Franz 2008). 

In order to generate a better understanding of what occurs during the transition -out phase 

from student -learner to engaged-professional, a better understanding of specific roles and 

responsibilities of each stakeholder is required. Furthermore, better defining the relationships 

between capability development, the context in which they are imbedded and the subsequent 

learning that occurs is needed. The problem with this is that the capabilities can vary between 

disciplines (e.g. technical skills, discipline specific knowledge etc). The literature indicates that 

better understanding of the specific learning that occurs during the transitional phase 37

                                                           
36 Work Integrated Learning. Similar initiatives identified in literature include: collaborative learning, situational 
learning, lifelong learning, interdisciplinary learning, reflection in learning, wor k-based learning, and project-based 
learning 

 is 

necessary. This is because pressure is directed mostly toward universities as mediums for 

37 Within the first three years of graduation 
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fostering and creating lifelong, flexible, adaptable learners, has meant there is an ever 

increasing need for universities to constantly redefine their general education outcomes. 

However, there seems to be little exploration regarding the type and  quality of contribution 

from the broader discipline (including; professional associations, workplaces, as well as 

graduates). 

METHODOLOGY AND KEY FINDINGS 

Thus, this research differentiates itself from previous work because it sets out to better 

understand the perspectives of each stakeholder, not just one. Moreover, focusing broadly on 

all Built Environment and Design disciplines, whilst a challenge, has provided a platform for 

developing a research approach better suited to defining commonalities between disciplines; 

as well as avenues for pedagogical development. 

Stakeholder Workshop 

To better understand the changing nature of professional practice in built environment and 

design disciplines, and ways to establish a more appropriate and future-oriented agenda in 

these disciplines, key stakeholders (professionals, academics and students) were encouraged 

to participate in a seminar, focus groups and an online survey.  

A daylong seminar was hosted at QUT, Brisbane on the 30 July 2008. Representatives (n=35) 

from each stakeholder group were invited to attend. This inclu ded the QUT project team, 

academics, recent graduates’ as well as academic and industry partners38

  

 and representatives 

of Australian Deans of Built Environment and Design (ADBED). This workshop was designed to 

canvass the views and perspectives of industry stakeholders and to collectively identify an 

appropriate research framework. All stakeholders agreed it was necessary to research further 

about how industry professionals, academics and students experience (either directly or 

indirectly) and understand (fr om all BED perspectives) the transition-to-work phase of recent 

graduates. The workshop concluded that generating a common understanding of each 

stakeholder’s perspective(s) of this transition was an important first step. In terms of the 

specific research methodology, it was concluded that localised focus groups (contextualised to 

Brisbane), in conjunction with a national online survey, would be the most appropriate 

research medium to collect empirical data on these issues. 

                                                           
38 Participant representation included the following: Queensland University of Technology (QUT), University of Western 
Australia, Curtin University, Swinburne, University of Technology Sydney (UTS), University of Queensland (UQ), 
University of Newcastle, University of New South Wales (UNSW), University of Tasmania, Monash, GHD, Sinclair Knight 
Merz (SKM) and Verge 
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Qualitative Methodology – Focus Groups 

In late 2008, focus groups were conducted in Brisbane, Australia with each of the three target 

groups: professionals (n=8), academics (n=8) and graduate/final year students (n=6). 

Standard good practice qualitative research and ethical protocols were followed, with 

participants invited to participate in a one hour focus group in return for lunch and a $30 gift 

voucher. One researcher led each focus group, using a semi-structured approach to 

investigate how well prepared current graduates are for pro fessional practice and what needs 

to be done to help better prepare students for this transition.  

The ‘Professional’ group comprised of senior managers, representing architecture, urban 

planning, quantity surveying and engineering/project managers. Half w ere affiliated with the 

professional industry partners on the project; half were recruited through personal networks 

and target emails to local businesses in these disciplines. The ‘Academic’ group were recruited 

through a general faculty -wide email requesting participation, comprised of teaching staff (4 

females and 4 males) from landscape architecture, industrial design, architecture, interior 

design, property economics and civil engineering. The ‘final year student/recent graduate’ 

group comprised of 2 females and 4 males, from industrial design, architecture, civil 

engineering and urban planning. All were recruited through personal networks, asking final 

year coordinators and project partners to pass on the focus group details to potential 

participants.  

Qualitative Findings: Focus groups   

A Thematic Analysis was undertaken on the focus group data to identify key themes, with the 

key focus to identify the extent of convergence or divergence in what stakeholder’s perceived 

to be the key issues facing built environment and design related disciplines and the role each 

stakeholder (university, industry and students) can play in meeting these challenges (for 

further details, see (Davis and Savage 2009). 

Surprisingly, the three stakeholders (professionals, academics and FYS/RG39

                                                           
39 Final Year Student / Recent Graduates 

) held rather 

different views about the key challenges facing the industry. Recent graduates and final year 

students focused on the challenge of getting their first job, as well as the importance of social 

skills and developing specific personality traits such as humility and confidence. Academics 

focused on the global economic crisis and the importance of graduates developing critical 

thinking and transferable skills for life beyond university. For professionals, the focus was on 

the attitude, skills and a bilities of new graduates, particularly in terms of critical thought and 

addressing issues such as sustainability. Despite the different emphasises, however, there 
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were some general commonalities about what these stakeholders perceived as the key 

challenges facing their professions:  

�x the development of critical thought and life–long learning was viewed as essential 

�x specific personality and interpersonal social skills, such as communication, listening, 
humility and confidence, were identified as critical characteristics to be developed  

�x the global economic crisis was viewed as a watershed event, profoundly changing 
the industry  

�x identifying stakeholder roles and responsibilities regarding professional education 
was highlighted as an important future developme nt for the disciplines involved 

�x seeking greater stakeholder value alignment and engagement from students-to-
practice and from practice-to-education was seen as essential  

Quantitative Methodology - Survey 

Survey Measures 

The online survey was distributed nationally via th e project partners, who forwarded the email 

link of the survey to their networks. In addition, professional associations (AIQS, AIB, API, 

PIA, SBQ, EA, BAQ, RAIA, DIA, AILA) were contacted and asked to distribute the online survey 

to their membership. A to tal of 148 respondents from across Australia completed the survey; 

professionals (n=61), academics (n= 24), and final year students/recent graduates (n= 63).  

Quantitative Findings: Survey  

The 22 item survey contained six main sections of questions covering professional education in 

built environment and design (BED):  Graduate Capabilities – Assessment; Graduate 

Capabilities – Development; Importance of Graduate Characteristics; Demonstration of 

Graduate Characteristics; Future Challenges for BED, and General demographics. The majority 

of questions utilised Likert-scale response categories, with several open-ended questions on 

specific issues (for further details, see (Davis and Savage 2009).  The data was analysed using 

the Statistical Program for Social Sciences (SPSS) and Microsoft Excel, with only the key 

findings presented here. 

  

Of the 148 respondents, approximately half identified as either Professionals (41%) or final 

year student or recent graduates (43%, FYS/RG), with few identifying as academics (16%).  A 

profile of participant demographics, including their specific BED discipline, is detailed in Table 

1 below. 
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Table  1: Demographic Characteristics of each participant cohort  

 Professionals 
(n=61) 

Academics 
(n=24) 

Final year 
students 
(n=29) 

Recent 
Graduates 

(n=34) 

Average Age 35.1 yrs 42.3 yrs 25.7 yrs 25.6 

Gender: 

Male 

Female 

 

68.9% 

31.1% 

 

50.0% 

50.0% 

 

44.8% 

55.2% 

 

52.9% 

47.1% 

Discipline (current) 

Quantity Surveying   

Construction Management   

Project Management  

Property Economics 

Spatial Science   

Planning   

Civil Engineering   

Architecture 

Interior Design   

Industrial Design  

Landscape Architecture 

Other  

 

8.2% 

3.3% 

14.8% 

3.3% 

0% 

14.8% 

4.9% 

11.5% 

1.6% 

13.1% 

4.9% 

19.7% 

 

0% 

0% 

0% 

8.3% 

4.2% 

4.2% 

12.5% 

25.0% 

12.5% 

12.5% 

4.2% 

16.6% 

 

6.9% 

6.9% 

3.4% 

13.8% 

0% 

10.3% 

3.4% 

24.1% 

6.9% 

13.8% 

3.4% 

6.9% 

 

0% 

2.9% 

11.8% 

2.9% 

0% 

11.8% 

0% 

23.5% 

11.8% 

11.8% 

0% 

23.5% 

 

Graduate Capabilities – Assessment  

�x Productive from day one – academics believe graduates to be below Average (2.5), 
whereas FYS/RG and professionals believe the performance to be Average (3.0) 

Participants assessed graduate capabilities against the four key domains – Technical skills (2 

items), Personal characteristics (8 items), Workplace skills (6 items) and Professional skills (5 

items).  Figure 1 and Table 2 present the collective findings o f this data for all 21 items in this 

category. Figure 1 helps to illustrate the commonalities and disconnect between cohorts, with 

all items weighted on a 5 -point Likert scale ranging from extremely poor (1) to excellent (5). 

There was also the option of ‘unknown’ to ensure all participant perspectives were captured. It 

was hoped that including this item would highlight any anomalies and/or significant 

discrepancies (i.e. if primarily academics selected ‘unknown’ then this would show disconnect 

of their und erstanding of graduate performance); overall, however, no overt anomaly 

occurred.  There were however, other disparities of interest.  

�x Ambitious – Both professionals and students rated this above average (respectively 
4.1 and 4.0). Academics however perceived graduate abilities to be closer to be in -
between (3.5)  

�x Prepared to work hard – FYS/RG self rated fairly high with an above average 
perception of their abilities (4.0). Professionals thought highly of graduates with a 
near above average rating (3.9), wh ereas academics where less generous (3.2). 
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�x Broad understanding of commercial realities – both academics and professionals 
agreed on this item issuing near below average (2.7). FYS/RG however perceived 
their performance this to be slightly above average (3. 2). 

�x Technically capable – interestingly academics attributed a slightly less than average 
perception of graduate abilities technically (2.9). FYS/RG and professionals were 
more closely aligned with the general view that graduates performance is closer to 
above average (3.3 and 3.4 respectively). 

�x Information literacy and computing – professionals believe graduates perform above 
average (4.0). FYS/RG were fairly confident (3.7) and academics, still positive 
(3.5), but not as confident as their professional co hort.  

  
Figure 1:  Assessment of Student/recent graduate performance in the workplace  

As illustrated in Figure 1, overall FYS/RG self rated their performance in professional practice 

generally higher than professionals and academics across almost all items. On the other hand, 

academics were generally more critical and rated graduate performance lower than FYS/RG 

and professionals.   

  

Table 2 illustrates the overall (collective responses) frequency and percentage distribution of 

each item along a 5-point Likert scale, including all unknown responses as well. This illustrates 

how Productive from day one (11.5%) and Flexible to a variety of work situations (8.8%) were 

the two items that participants felt were difficult to measure performance.  
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Table  2: Overall frequency distribution of student performance in the workplace (n=148)  

 
Unknown  

Extremely 

poor  

Below 

average 
Average  

Above 

average 
Excellent  

n % n % n % n % n % n % 

Productive from day one 17 11.5 4 2.7 16 10.8 56 37.8 42 28.4 13 8.8 

Flexible to a variety of work 

situations 
13 8.8 1 0.7 10 6.8 34 23.0 61 41.2 29 19.6 

Ambitious 9 6.1 1 0.7 2 1.4 23 15.5 55 37.2 58 39.2 

Prepared to work hard 9 6.1 0 0 8 5.4 26 17.6 48 32.4 57 38.5 

Ability to learn new things 8 5.4 0 0 3 2.0 21 14.2 63 42.6 53 35.8 

Mature 9 6.1 1 0.7 13 8.8 33 22.3 56 37.8 36 24.3 

Ability to work autonomously 9 6.1 2 1.4 12 8.1 45 30.4 42 28.4 38 25.7 

Ability to present well 7 4.7 0 0 7 4.7 37 25.0 56 37.8 41 27.7 

Tolerance of others 11 7.4 0 0 4 2.7 22 14.9 45 30.4 66 44.6 

Ethics and corporate 

responsibility 
10 6.8 1 0.7 9 6.1 42 28.4 47 31.8 39 26.4 

Practical approach to a work 

environment 
10 6.8 2 1.4 14 9.5 34 23.0 55 37.2 33 22.3 

Broad understanding of 

commercial realities 
10 6.8 7 4.7 35 23.6 46 31.1 35 23.6 15 10.1 

Articulate 8 5.4 1 0.7 9 6.1 49 33.1 49 33.1 32 21.6 

Technically capable 8 5.4 6 4.1 16 10.8 48 32.4 47 31.8 23 15.5 

Ability to work well in a team 9 6.1 1 0.7 7 4.7 26 17.6 64 43.2 41 27.7 

Skills and knowledge in their 

field 
9 6.1 2 1.4 16 10.8 61 41.2 48 32.4 12 8.1 

Critical and conceptual thinking 7 4.7 2 1.4 15 10.1 39 26.4 56 37.8 29 19.6 

Analysis and problem solving 8 5.4 4 2.7 8 5.4 46 31.1 55 37.2 27 18.2 

Information literacy and 

computing 
8 5.4 0 0 9 6.1 24 16.2 59 39.9 48 32.4 

Communication 7 4.7 0 0 6 4.1 45 30.4 54 36.5 36 24.3 

Research 8 5.4 2 1.4 14 9.5 44 29.7 50 33.8 30 20.3 

 

Interestingly, as highlighted in Figures 2 and 3, it is clear that of the 21 items rated, 

stakeholders identified 16 (76%) of them to be directly attributed as University developed 

characteristics. As illustrated, these 16 items include; Flexible to a variety of work situations 

(42%), Prepared to work hard (38%), Ability to learn new things (71%), Ability to work 

autonomously (42%), Ability to present well (50%), Tolerance of others (54%), Ethics and 

corporate responsibility (50%), Articulate (46%), Technic ally capable (67%), Ability to work 

well in a team (71%), Skills and knowledge in their field (63%), Critical and conceptual 

thinking (83%), Analysis and problem solving (79%), Information literacy and computing 

(75%), Communication (79%), and finally Rese arch (88%).  
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Figure 2: Characteristic development –  where are characteristics developed?  

 

These visualisations are critically important when considering Stakeholder roles and 

responsibilities. Of particular interest is the fact that only 24 (16.2%) of survey participants 

were academics. This means the primary viewpoint presented is from the perspective of 

FYS/RG and Professionals (83.8%). Overall, as Figure 3 highlights, they feel that most of the 

capabilities should be developed at University (76%) versus the Workplace (14%) and Self 

developed (10%). Future research in this area will need to ta ke this response rate into 

consideration; considering almost 16 of the 21 attributes are thought to be the responsibility 

of Universities, it is imperative that future studies obtain greater involvement from academia. 

This will ensure the academic perspective is captured and appropriately integrated into the 

development of the recommendations outlined next.  
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Figure 3: Characteristic development summary  

CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 

In conclusion, it is clear that each stakeholder have strong viewpoints regarding roles and 

responsibilities and how best to meet the challenges for BED disciplines. It is generally agreed 

upon by all that University plays the a crucial role in ensuring gr aduates develop lifelong 

learning skills and attributes that can carry them onto a long and fruitful career, however, 

professionals and students did not feel universities were doing enough to ensure this 

development occurred. Nor do professionals feel the standard maintained by universities is 

high enough or equal to the standards expected in industry. Academics on the other hand cite; 

time, resources constraints as well as changing paradigms in university priority structures to 

be critical aspects affecting their ability to effectively engage. Students and academics, whilst 

they cited differing reasons, overall feel it is important for industry to contribute more to assist 

with the learning process and in particular aid the transition -to-work process. It is clear that 

these disparities require further exploration to be understood completely.  

1. Develop and implement better transition to work strategies 

Overall, the research highlighted that closer relationships between academia and practice are 

needed to ensure better continuity for graduates’ transitioning -to-work. Furthermore, further 

research needs to be conducted to better understand the disparity that exists between the 

understanding and expectations of different  stakeholders, particularly the relative importance 

of specific graduate capabilities for each discipline. From this, the research team have 

developed the following six recommendations: 

2. Undertake a national scoping study to identify and map how current Australian 
universities support adaptive learning environments 

3. Establish a guiding framework defining BED stakeholder roles and responsibilities 
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4. Investigate further academic assumptions regarding ‘work’ and ‘learning’ 

5. Devise a strategy to clarify academic and professional value alignment with a view to 
improve graduate productivity, retention and transition continuity  

6. Enforce higher standards through greater industry and academic engagement  

The recommendations listed are not exhaustive; they are an interim conclusion to the research 

undertaken in this study and contextualizing each recommendation within the field of 

knowledge of each discipline would provide a better platform for disseminatio n. Whilst these 

are not definitive solutions, these recommendations are a means to instigate discussion 

surrounding such important issues. Defining a way forward is only one step – it is evident that 

all stakeholders will need to work together to ensure ap propriate implementation.  

 

Research note 

Complete definitions of each recommendation will be provided and workshopped during the designated AUBEA 

ALTC workshop session. It is anticipated that the outcomes of this workshop will provide platform to not only 

promulgate the findings but to identify a series of steps to take this research to the next phase ‘action’. 

Furthermore it is expected that the outcomes of this workshop collated and disseminated to BED disciplines for 

further feedback and development. 
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Abstract: This paper presents the findings of the Australian Learning and Teaching 
Council funded discipline based initiative study investigating Professional Education in Built 
Environment and Design (2008 – 2009).  

This project commenced with the aim of scoping the challenges facing Built Environment 
and Design (BED) Education (including disciplines of civil engineering, construction 
management, quantity surveying, property economics, urban and regional planning,  
project management, spatial science, planning, architecture, landscape architecture, 
interior design and industrial design). Early conversations with a range of stakeholders – 
academics, professionals and graduates in their early years of practice – quickly clarified 
that the singular challenge for most parties centres on the ways in which courses prepar e 
graduates for the pace, diversity and flux of contemporary professional practice.  

The study proceeded through the collection of qualitative and quantitative data including; 
literature review, focus groups, national online survey and workshops. This paper will 
report specifically on the findings of the national survey.  

 

Introduction  

In pursuing understanding of the central challenge outlined above, this study has focused on 

new graduates in BED disciplines by canvassing their views and those of two other major 

stakeholder groups (academic staff and professional practitioners in the disciplines studied).  

A survey was utilised to explore the key challenges facing the built environment and design 

sectors, identify the role the university, industry and students play in meeting these 

challenges, and understand how prepared current graduates are for professional practice and 

what needs to be done to help better prepare students for this transition.  

Three specific groups of participants were encouraged to complete an online survey: 

professionals, academics and final year student/recent graduates. The survey was distributed 

nationally via the project partners ( five universities, four large industry organisations) who 

forwarded the email and link to the survey to their networks. In addition, professional 

associations were contacted and asked to distribute the online survey to their membership. A 

total of 148 respondents completed the survey; professionals (n=61), academics (n=24), and 

final year students/recent graduates ( FYS/RG, n=63).  
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The preliminary survey findings highlight the disparity be tween the understandings and 

expectations of different stakeholders, particularly the relative importance of specific graduate 

capabilities (e.g., technical skills, critical thought). Our research offers a beginning point for 

understanding how industry pro fessionals, academics and graduates view the changing nature 

of professional practice in built environment and design, highlighting challenges and 

opportunities. For further information regarding this study, please see Davis, Savage & Miller 

(2009) for an overview of the focus group findings as well as Savage, Davis & Miller (2009) for 

a preliminary overview of the project findings.   

Background 

In Australia, the need for built environment and design  professionals is acute given the 

ongoing investment in infrastructure required to advance economic development and national 

prosperity. Changing modes of practice require new types of skills and knowledge sets so that 

graduates are well prepared for emerging practice paradigms. The importance of maintaining 

skills that are current and relevant on graduation is critical for  the mass of recruits entering 

these disciplines each year. The Employability Skills for the Future report by the 

Commonwealth of Australia (2002, p. 1)  states that ‘all young people need a set of personal 

attributes and skills that will prepare them for both employment and further learning. It is also 

recognised that the ongoing employability of individuals is dependent on them having a set of 

relevant skills, as well as a capacity to learn how to learn new things’ . It is  also essential that 

professional education prepares graduates to make sound, ethical (especially in relation to 

sustainability and globalisation), and technologically appropriate, well- founded decisions on 

behalf of the community (Sullivan & Rosin, 2008).   

There have been numerous studies exploring the links between graduate capabilities from 

both working and academic contexts, most of which aim to better understand student 

capabilities, lifelong learning development and transition to work strategies (See for example, 

ACNielsen Research Services, 2000; Ahearn, Wise, McCann, & Goring, 2005; Askew, 2004; 

Barrie, 2006; Boles, Murray, Campbell, & Iyer, 2006; Bowden, Hart, King, Trigwell, & Watts, 

2000; Commonwealth of Australia, 2002; Davies, Csete, & Poon, 1999; DEEWR, 2008; 

Duignan, 2002; Frank, 2005; Gibb, 2005; Hargreaves & Boles, 2005; Hutchings, Huber, & 

Golde, 2007; Johnston & McGregor, 2004; Jolly, 2001; Larkin, McKay, & Angelos, 2005; Love, 

Haynes, & Irani, 2001; Newport & Elms, 1997; Oliver, Tucker, Jones, & Ferns, 2007; Savage, 

2005; and Zou, 2008).  

Understanding the learning that  occurs during the transition-to-work phase is complex [see 

also Webster (2006); Williams (2005) ; and Williams, Ostwald and Fuller (2007)] . There are 

many competing agendas and so defining them all can be difficult. One major consideration is 
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defining ‘work ready’ and the notio n of lifelong learner versus ‘training’[ See for example 

Watson and Howarth (2006)] .  

The ADBED Review of Australian Higher Education (2008, p. 4)  states that ‘Professional 

bodies, through accreditation do not focus on innovation but compliance’ , furthermore:  

It is often noticed that graduate outcomes desired by individuals forming 
accreditation panels are those most needed for ‘work-ready’ graduates, able to 
perform for business in its current state. For universities to maintain their role in the 
formation of leaders for the emerging Australia, its economies and businesses, the 
accreditation processes need to maintain a focus on innovation and leadership rather 
than ‘training for work’ (Australian Deans of Built Environment and Design,  2008, p. 
4).  

Complicating the issue further, The Higher Education Council in their report on Professional 

Education and Credentialism (1996) outlines the difficulties facing universities and professional 

bodies – when defining the route for professional education.  

In investigating the relationship between academic preparation for professional 
practice and the full requirements for entry to professions, the Council discovered 
that representatives from universities and professional bodies often do not have a 
widely informed understanding of the various routes to practice in their own fields 
(Higher Education Council, 1996, p. xii). 

The interactions between universities and the professional bodies are complex, and their 
relationships over regulation and accreditation of courses are influenced by industry 
requirements, student demands, government policy, the regulatory environment, and 
globalisation (Higher Education Council, 1996, p. 65). 

In order to generate a better understanding of what occurs during the transition -out phase 

from student -learner, to, engaged-professional, a better understanding of specific roles and 

responsibilities of each stakeholder is required [See also Anderson (1982; 1993)  for definitions 

surrounding cognitive skills development ie: ‘it requires at least 100 hours of learning and 

practice to acquire any significant cognitive skill to a reasonable degree of proficiency’ (1982, 

p.369). Also, see Billett (1996) and Billett (2001)].  

  

Furthermore, better defining the 

relationships between capability development, the context in which they are embedded and 

the subsequent learning that occurs is needed. The problem with this is that capabilities can 

vary between disciplines (e.g. technical skills, discipline specific knowledge etc). Literature 

indicates that better understanding of the specific learning that occurs during the transitional 

phase (within the first three years of graduation) is necessary.  
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Methods 

Survey Measures 

The survey contained six main sections (of questions) covering professional education in built 

environment and design (BED):   

�x General demographics 

�x Graduate Capabilities – Assessment 

�x Graduate Capabilities – Development  

�x Importance of  Graduate Characteristics 

�x Demonstration of Graduate Characteristics, and 

�x Future Challenges for BED 

In this instance ‘graduate’ is defined as a person who has completed a university qualification 

in a built environment and/or design discipline since 30th June 2005.  

Stakeholder perspectives were examined using a survey instrument developed by the 

researchers. This instrument included questions inspired by relevant literature, including; the 

ACNielsen Research Services report (2000); Davis, Csete & Poon (1999); Love et al. (2001) 

and Oliver et al. (2007) . 

In all,  the lead institutions’ (QUT) research team developed the final survey. Through 

workshops and brainstorming the research team generated a list of desired skills and 

competencies. A research consultant was employed to oversee the survey development and to 

provide expert advice and guidance regarding the most appropriate line of questioning to 

ensure rich, valid qualitative and quantitative data were collected. It was decided that a 

current standardised method could not be used because this survey did not cater to one 

specific stakeholder. It was determined that to have greater impact, one survey would b e 

distributed to all stakeholders. Participants would then (within the survey) be directed to 

subsequent questions based on their demographic profiling (the first section of the survey). It 

is for this reason that a new survey tool was workshopped, develop ed, trailed and then 

implemented.  The final survey measures contained questions separated into three sections; 

Background, Graduate Capabilities and Perspectives. 

The majority of questions utilised Likert -scale response categories with several open-ended 

questions on specific issues. Data were analysed using the Statistical Program for Social 

Science (SPSS) and Microsoft Excel, with only the key findings presented here. 

Survey questions 
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The survey questions were centred around gathering stakeholder perspectives on a range of 

issues relating to professional education, particularly aspects of transition to the workplace, 

graduate capabilities and workplace competence. It was important that the opinions of each 

stakeholder were reflected within the survey. As a result combinations of closed and open-

ended questions were used to gather both qualitative and quantitative data.  

Findings 

Participants: survey profile 

A total of 148 respondents completed the survey; professionals (41.2%), academics (16.2%), 

and final year students/recent graduates (42.6%). Of this 57.4% were male and 42.6% were 

female. Table 1 presents an overview of the demographic characteristics of each cohort. It 

also highlights the differing response rates between academics and other stakeholders. This is 

an interesting outcome of the study, however, u nderstanding exactly why there was such a 

poor response rate from the academic cohort is difficult to define. Another point of difference 

is that the majority of respondents were from Queensland (43. 2%) and New South Wales 

(41.2%).  

The poor response rate from academics and the predominance of participants from QLD and 

NSW – should be considered when reading the data. It is important to note that a ll project 

partners including; participating universit ies and industry partners, were contacted equally and 

forwarded the survey details (via email) and requested to forward this onto final year 

students, recent graduates as well as any other networks and associations relevant to BED 

disciplines.  

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of each cohort  

 Professionals 
(n=61) 

Academics 
(n=24) 

Final year students 
(n=29) 

Recent Graduates 
(n=34) 

Average Age 35.1 yrs 42.3 yrs 25.7 yrs 25.6 
Gender: 
Male 
Female 

 
68.9% 
31.1% 

 
50.0% 
50.0% 

 
44.8% 
55.2% 

 
52.9% 
47.1% 

Discipline (current) 
Quantity Surveying   
Construction Management   
Project Management  
Property Economics 
Spatial Science   
Planning   
Civil Engineering   
Architecture 
Interior Design   
Industrial Design  
Landscape Architecture 
Other  

 
8.2% 
3.3% 
14.8% 
3.3% 
0% 

14.8% 
4.9% 
11.5% 
1.6% 
13.1% 
4.9% 
19.7% 

 
0% 
0% 
0% 

8.3% 
4.2% 
4.2% 
12.5% 
25.0% 
12.5% 
12.5% 
4.2% 
16.6% 

 
6.9% 
6.9% 
3.4% 
13.8% 

0% 
10.3% 
3.4% 
24.1% 
6.9% 
13.8% 
3.4% 
6.9% 

 
0% 

2.9% 
11.8% 
2.9% 
0% 

11.8% 
0% 

23.5% 
11.8% 
11.8% 

0% 
23.5% 
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Table 2 provides a summary of the main findings  of each domain (and subsequent individual 

assessment item). This table underscores the alignment between professionals and FYS/RG 

regarding their views of graduate technical skills. It also shows the contrast in opinion from 

the academic cohort, particularly in relation to Domain 2, Personal Characteristics. In this 

instance, it is important to note that the academics that responded are critical of graduates’ 

ability to work hard, learn new things and work in teams.  

Interestingly, the response from the FYS/RG cohort indicates they are relatively self-assured of 

their ability to engage in Workplace skills. Contrastingly, professionals and academics 

expressed concern toward graduates’ ability to understand broad commercial realities.  

Table 2: Key findings of each assessment item  

Key Domain Individual assessment items (n=21) Key findings 
Domain 1:  
Technical Skills 
2 items 

1. Technically capable 
2. Skills and knowledge in their field 

�x Professionals and FYS/RG are fairly aligned 
in their views regarding the performance of 
graduates technically 

Domain 2: 
Personal 
Characteristics 
8 items 

3. Ambitious 
4. Prepared to work hard 
5. Mature 
6. Articulate 
7. Ability to learn new things 
8. Tolerance of others  
9. Ability to present well 
10. Ability to work well in a team 

�x FYS/RG self rated their performance above 
that of professional and academic 
perspectives 

�x Academics were more critical of graduate 
performance regarding ambition, prepared 
to work hard, ability to learn new things and 
ability to work well in a team 

Domain 3: 
Work place 
Skills 
5 items 

11. Ethics and corporate responsibility 
12. Practical approach in a work 

environment 
13. Ability to work autonomously 
14. Flexible to a variety of work 

situations 
15. Productive from day one 

�x Discrepancies regarding graduate 
performance and workplace skills were 
relatively minor across each stakeholder 

�x FYS/RG self assessed their capabilities higher 
than that of academic or professional 
perspectives 

�x Academic and professional perspectives 
regarding workplace skill performance were 
relatively on par 

�x Productive from day one, overall academics 
believe graduates perform slightly below 
average on this item 

Domain 4: 
Professional 
Skills  
6 items 

16. Research 
17. Information literacy and computing 
18. Critical and conceptual thinking 
19. Analysis and problem solving 
20. Broad understanding of commercial 

realities 
21. Communication 

�x Professionals believe graduates perform very 
well in information literacy and computing 

�x Professionals and academics were equally 
concerned about graduates performance 
regarding – broad understanding of 
commercial realities 

 

Future Challenges for Built Environment and Design 

Participants were provided with six challenges for the future of built environment and design 

education (this included an ‘other’ category) and were asked to indicate whether they thought 

each was a challenge (yes/no). Participants were able to select more than one ‘challenge’. 
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In terms of future challenges for BED, there was general agreement  that the greatest 

challenge is the need to work across discipline boundaries (71.6%) , as illustrated in Figure 1. 

Second to this – the rapid pace and chance of technologies (65.5%), engaging students 

(51.4%), followed by fluidity of the labour market (37.8%), preparing students to work 

globally (35.8%) and the cha nging context of the higher education sector (27.7%). The final 

category ‘other’ consisted of a variety of suggestions from participants including “Practical 

experience”, “Sustainability and limited availability to resources”, “Teaching students to think 

critically”, through to  “Balancing privatisation/ market forces with quality education”.  

 
Figure 1: Future challenges for Built Environment and Design disciplines  

Finally, participants were asked to indicate on a 5-point Likert scale, their confidence regarding 

university programs ability to prepare graduates for the first three years of working life. As 

illustrated in Figure 2, over a third (34.3%) of participants indicated they were Very or 

Somewhat confident; and a further 32.9% are Moderately confident.  

Interestingly , over a quarter (32.9%) of participants express Little to No confidence in 

university programs regarding graduate preparedness. Further exploration of the survey data 

revels the participant profile of this cohort (n=48) to be predominantly design -based 

disciplines such as Architecture (33.3%), Industrial Design (16.7%) and Interior design 

(12.5%), followed closely by Planning (12.5%) and Quantity Sur veying (6.2%). Of particular 

interest is that of the 48 respondents who expressed Little to No confidence in academic 

programs – almost half (48%) of these were from the FYS/RG cohort, followed by 

Professionals (37.5%) and Academics (14.5%). Considering the poor response rate from the 

academic cohort, it is difficult to generalise their views from the data.  

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

The rapid pace and change of technologies
The need to work across discipline boundaries

The fluidity of the labour market
The changing context of the higher education sector

Preparing student to work globally
Engaging students
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65.5%
71.6%

37.8%
27.7%

35.8%
51.4%

21.6%

Future challenges
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Figure 2: Confidence in University programs  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, it is clear that there is concern surrounding the confidence in capacity of 

universities to meet the needs of graduates (Figure 2). This is a particular concern, 

considering that participants’ believe the majority of characteristics measured (76%) are 

developed at university. This means it is generally agreed upon by all that university plays a 

crucial role in ensuring graduates develop lifelong learning skills and attributes.  

The survey findings indicate the importance of stakeholder expectations, roles and 

responsibilities in respect of the transition-to-work experience. Whilst full agreement about 

how these things should occur is not necessary, a process (amongst stakeholders) which 

seeks value alignment around transition through discussion, debate and agenda-setting would 

probably assist to address what is seen as a major challenge in built environment and deign 

education. 

There is a great deal to be gained by establishing and nurturing the conversation about 

transitions-to-work and to use the resultant agreements and tensions to shape the outcomes 

of courses and the ways in which the professions meet graduates on entry.  
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Appendix F – Survey instrument 

 

 

 

SURVEY INSTRUMENT 

Copy of the survey completed by 148 participants 

 

It is important to note that this survey has been completed from an academic perspective – 

participants received slightly different ‘background’ questions depending on which stakeholder 

they identified as – please refer Table 2, p17. 

 

 

Survey data collection period: 12 November 2008 – 30 January 2009 
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