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Abstract
The idea of experiential learning is not new - a diverse range of practices are currently being used in Higher Education.  In particular, business schools rely on a variety of techniques in educating tomorrow’s business leaders. This paper will review the spectrum of experiential learning techniques available and then examine and comment on the effectiveness of two specific experiential learning practices being used in undergraduate business courses at Swinburne University. The first is a hypothetical case model where students are placed in a role within an accounting firm. The second highlights the use of experiential learning in terms of a two week study tour, whereby students visit a wide range of organisations in two Asian countries. Having examined these two experiential learning practices, the various problems and benefits are then identified. Finally, we explore the response of students and staff to these teaching techniques. The paper concludes by considering the advantages of developing real world knowledge to achieve graduate skills appropriate to the business environment. 

Introduction
It has long been debated whether universities adequately provide students with the requisite skills for their chosen profession. With recent criticism of the skills of current graduates (Hellier & Keneley, 2004), tension between the development of specific technical knowledge and generic skills in graduates seems never to have been greater, and perhaps never as important. Business graduates are entering into a business environment that is constantly changing and where technology, globalisation, industry convergence, deregulation and competitive pressures are becoming the major drivers (Albrecht & Sacks, 2000; The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia, 1998). For students to succeed in this environment, business education needs to place more emphasis on the real-world application of both technical and generic skills. However, for real value to come from the development of those skills, the ability of students to be able to apply discipline specific skills blended with relevant generic skills such as critical thinking, communication and problem solving becomes even more important in both a domestic and global context.

Debate regarding the relevance of business education has been highlighted in both discipline specific and generic reports (see Albrecht & Sacks, 2000; Cecez-Kecmanovic, Juchau, Kay & Wright, 2002). These reports consistently indicate the changing face of the business environment and the need for university education to make ready graduates for industry. A project undertaken by the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry and the Business Council of Australia has seen the development of an Employability Skills Framework which identifies the importance of skills such as communication, teamwork, problem solving and self management skills “that contribute to employee satisfaction and growth” (Department of Education, Science and Training [DEST], 2002, p.7). However, industry bodies and professional associations are often in a difficult situation in attempting to encourage greater breadth in university courses, in order to meet the desires of the commercial environment within the confines of the standard three year degree structure.
This paper reviews the use of two experiential learning techniques at Swinburne University of Technology’s Lilydale Campus which attempt to enable students to develop broad business skills. The embedding of technical and generic skills within a business education is not without its problems and detractors; however the potential benefits of such integration are vast. The development of graduate skills appropriate to the contemporary business environment based on real-world application of technical skills should alleviate the criticism that graduates are “too technically oriented and inflexible, unable to deal effectively with interpersonal issues” (Lindquist, 1995, p.278).
Experiential learning
Among the first to explore the area of experiential learning and develop a learning model was Kolb who claimed that experiential learning is “the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (1984, p.38).  Kolb’s model suggests that learning occurs through a cyclical process that encompasses four stages; concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract reflection, and then to active experimentation.  A simpler definition developed by Cantor (1995, p.1) is “learning activities that engage the learner directly in the phenomena being studied”, which emphasises the importance of the degree of interaction of the student with the experience. In other words, experiential learning can be considered as learning by doing.
Experiential learning therefore encompasses a range of learning activities that aim to provide the student with active engagement with and within the learning experience. While the actual breadth of activities that might classify as experiential is up for debate, the spectrum of these activities can be viewed on a continuum from the perspective of the degree of interaction by the student with the experience. The figure below provides a starting point for comparing learning activities based upon the amount of student interaction with the real-world application of business disciplines.
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Figure 1 Spectrum of Experiential Learning Activities
Although much has been written in this area, regardless of the definition adopted, there are additional factors that need to be recognised if experiential learning is to be achieved. These factors include the desire and enthusiasm of the learner to explore and learn, the nature and depth of the learner’s work experience, and whether the learning activity is structured appropriately.
It is therefore essential that the experiential learning activity capture the minds of the students so that the interaction with the experience is proactive and not merely reactive or treated with ambivalence. Each of the activities in Figure 1 provides the student with a level of interaction with the real-world application of business principles. However, the benefits will only accrue if the engagement with the activity leads to an experience that is relevant to the learner and integrated with other learning activities. 
Hypothetical model
Brown & Associates is a hypothetical accounting firm created to provide as real-to-life experience as possible for students studying the fundamentals of financial management. The website resource is designed to complement other subject resources and provides a means whereby students are faced with the types of problems that are posed in a professional practice environment. The resource builds on the foundation of technical skills dealt with in a more traditional form, but requires students’ to engage specifically in the application of those skills.

The website contains a front-end as would be seen by the public and a ‘Staff Intranet’ that the student, as a member of the firm has access to. The intranet makes available details of the firm’s clients, a range of ‘jobs’ that are specific to each client, access to continuing professional development (CPD) and other technical resources. A beta version of the resource was trialled in 2005, with student comments used to assist with the further development of the resource. In Semester 2, 2006, a full version was made available incorporating greater direction by the use of a ‘work diary’ to guide students as to the timing and order that client jobs should be completed.

Clients of the firm include sole-traders, a partnership and three companies, covering a variety of industries including building, manufacturing, and services such as physiotherapy and counselling. The detail of each client includes information regarding their size, past and current operations, and potential future directions. It is intended that students will engage with the accounting firm by becoming part of the organisation and take clients on as their own.

While client jobs are based on specific topics covered within the subject, the terminology used in relation to the jobs does not directly correlate to that of the title of the topic. Instead, client jobs were written from the perspective of a manager passing work to a staff member, therefore requiring students to interpret what is required to complete the job and how this should be achieved. For example; a problem requiring the valuation of a bond and a share might be given via management instructions such as ’Review the Carter's situation to determine the best course of action and advise them of the implications of selling both investments‘. This element of the resource was facilitated by the use of multiple authors with different language styles, leading to a greater emphasis on student understanding of what is required in practice rather than previously taught terms. Suggested approaches as to the way client jobs could be tackled are made available progressively during the semester. 
Implicit in the accounting profession is the need to meet continuing professional development (CPD) requirements of the professional accounting bodies. As such, the website includes a variety of CPD related materials and activities to highlight the need for meeting these requirements both as part of the profession and as part of the performance management processes of an organisation. The CPD available via the website includes a Snapshot Series of electronic booklets, Self Assessment problem sets, client focus Updates and still to be included Video Briefings. These resources are used to encourage students to see themselves as part of a profession and the need to view learning as part of their responsibility within that profession.
The hypothetical model was developed in response to criticism that accounting subjects are traditionally taught with a focus on ‘correct’ answers to predefined topics covered within a subject. This has often involved accounting textbooks and lecturers concentrating on student learning of a particular technical skill which is able to be matched to a specific outcome or answer. This approach has tended to lead to students learning ‘chunks’ of information in a regimented manner rather than developing the ability to apply technical skills in a real-world environment as is required of accounting professionals in business. Williams notes that this practice leads to an unreal experience by students as accountants deal with “incomplete data [and that] problems in practice…often are unstructured and require making assumptions and estimates” (1993, p.78). The hypothetical accounting firm aims to provide an opportunity for real-world learning and professional skill development rather than a focus on content.
Study tour
The importance of experiential learning at an international level is evident in Swinburne University’s Statement of Direction 2010 which identifies globalisation as one of the five major strategic themes for the future. The establishment of an International Study Tour at the Lilydale Campus in 2000 is evidence that the University is committed to ensuring students have exposure to the international environment. The study tour is unique in that it is multi-disciplinary, is multi-locational, has a strong cultural and international business/organisational focus, is based on the Asia/Pacific region, and is focused at an undergraduate level.  Conducted during the summer semester, the study tour involves two distinct, yet related components. 

The first component is the study of the subject LBX300 Global Business Practice and Culture. This subject explores the complex environment in which international business operates, the impact of culture on the operations of a company, and the need to coordinate multi business activities (marketing, finance, human resource management and eCommerce) to ensure a competitive edge is maintained. The subject is designed to provide an integrated global and multi-disciplinary overview of the various aspects of a company’s operations. Students are given subject details, including assessment requirements in September, and are required to work though the first part of the subject independently.  All students participating in the study tour meet together in December and are involved an intensive two-day series of seminars and presentations conducted by both academic staff and invited business people. 

The second component involves a two-week overseas trip in January to two very distinct countries (for example Vietnam - Ho Chi Minh City, and Singapore). During the two weeks, students visit a wide range of organisations in each country - banking, service, construction, manufacturing, and a non government organisation. The countries visited provide the students with a clear contrast in both cultural and business practices – a free-market economy versus a command-based economy. Company visits are generally two to three hours in duration, with students scheduled to visit around six companies in each country. Time is also built into the study tour for students to explore the city and its culture at their leisure. The study tour enables students to directly see and question what they have read in the textbook prior to travelling overseas, and directly exposes them to: 
· the different challenges business face when they operate in an international environment,

· the various cultural, political, economic, and social issues that impact international business activity, 

· the views of managers and senior executives from a range of organisations on global management and other related issues, and 

· a variety of business areas or operations; which are sometimes not directly related to the student’s major area of study.

On return to Australia, students prepare and present their experiences at an oral presentation held at the University. A panel of academics who have not participated in the study tour and invited business people then review and assess the student’s findings. Students are encouraged to use PowerPoint, video, photos and other aides to highlight their learning experience and enhance their presentation. The level of enthusiasm shown by the students in their presentation is extremely high and the response by members of the panel has been positive. In particular, the panel have been encouraged by the development of the students, both academically and personally.
As a form of experiential learning, students participating in the study tour may not immediately recognise the benefits gained, yet it empowers them to take control of their own learning and offers a learning environment that is non-threatening. As a result, students come back to Australia changed - more enthusiastic, confident and aware of the issues facing international business.
Problems and benefits

Problems

A major challenge in the development of experiential learning activities is the extra time and resources required by academics. The time involved in creating, organising and developing these activities beyond an embryonic stage is much greater than more traditional learning activities such as lectures and is often not factored into staff workloads. While involvement in such activities can be personally rewarding, many universities focus on research, writing and publishing for promotion and career advancement. 

It is also difficult to accurately assess the positive impact of experiential activities on student learning. Academics who use such activities would indicate that anecdotal evidence suggests greater student interest is achieved; however it may be difficult to show measurable benefits in the short-term. It is also important that these activities not only be assessed on the immediate benefits, but also on the long-term benefits such as graduate employability and employer satisfaction with graduate skills.
Particular problems noted in the use of the two techniques discussed in this paper include:
· a lack of student confidence when commencing the activity,

· student familiarity with traditional learning approaches which are lecturer directed has a tendency to work against ‘learning by doing’,
· a lack of commitment to the learning activity by some students,
· the potential for students to view the experience as not a real learning opportunity, resulting in an emphasis on the activity rather than the learning potential, and
· in the case of the study tour, the expense to the student may be prohibitive and discriminate against the ability of some to participate.
Benefits
As noted above, it is often difficult to clearly link the use of a particular learning activity within a particular subject or degree course to a clear outcome. The aim of advancing student learning by the use of real-world experiences will often not be able to be assessed immediately after the activity. While the experiential learning activities have various levels of interactivity, individual student involvement and interaction with the activity also varies.
Benefits emerging from the hypothetical model and the study tour include:
· development of student confidence and the application of prior learning,

· the enhancement of generic skills such as; communication, critical thinking, handling multifaceted problems and the ability to work in a team,
· a greater appreciation by students of the need for a sound or holistic knowledge of the business environment,
· students gaining attributes that are beneficial to their future employment prospects and highlighting potential career options, and
· academic staff having the opportunity to better understand student motivation and abilities.
Responses and reflection
The exposure of students to the two specific experiential learning techniques has been seen by the participants as positive. This response is pleasing to those involved in the development and implementation of the activities, and while students have noted the issues discussed above, the benefits appear to have outweighed the problems.
Students who used the hypothetical model in 2005 noted the benefit to their understanding of the issues dealt with in the subject. A number of students took the view that the simulated environment assisted their understanding of the interlinking of topics and therefore the subject itself. Those students currently using the learning resource have highlighted the need to integrate the experience both with their previous learning and with the other resources available to them. This depth of understanding is encouraging not only in relation to the specific subject being studied, but also as it indicates an understanding of the need to be proactive within their learning experience.
In the case of the study tour, students were able to see the relevance and importance of previous business subjects they have studied, and how the nature of international business is multidisciplinary. At a personal level, students learn the importance of business etiquette (for example, exchanging business cards), improve their communication skills with both expatriate and local executives, and the ability to work effectively in a team environment while overseas. Furthermore, several students have cited their study tour experiences, both academic and personal, to potential employers, which has resulted in them gaining employment.

Employability
Many might argue that the role of a university education is not to specifically focus on employment prospects. However, in vocationally focussed areas of study such as business this is a major issue which needs to be addressed. A study of Australian business education noted that “employer expectations have increased in regard to the many skills required by business graduates they seek to recruit” (Cecez-Kecmanovic et al., 2002, p.286). Such expectations place a burden on business educators to ensure that curriculum is appropriate and that graduates have the ability to integrate technical and generic skills. 
While employers are aware of the limitations of developing particular employability attributes in the education environment, it is clear that opportunities do exist via case studies, simulations and study tours (DEST, 2002, p.51). Thus the use of experiential learning techniques is one way in which integration can be encouraged and graduates given “a holistic understanding” of the business environment (Cecez-Kecmanovic et al., 2002, p.286). The development of learning activities with such a focus can also lead to a greater interaction between industry and business educators, enabling further convergence between employer expectations and university outcomes.



Conclusion
The use of experiential learning techniques, combined with active encouragement of student engagement with the learning activity can only serve to enlarge the student’s learning experience. However, the level of learner interaction with the experience is central to the value generated by the activity. A low level of engagement minimises the effectiveness of the activity and leads to the learner questioning the value of the experience.
The business environment is constantly evolving and business education must adapt and change in line with that change. Greater integration of discipline based skills and generic skills can only lead to more well-rounded graduates who are able to adapt to change as it occurs. The embedding of skill development into real-world learning experiences will result in more effective skills acquisition and the ability to contextualise learning, leading to a better prepared learner and improving their future employability.
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