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Abstract - This paper reviews the strategies employed in the professional communication programs delivered at Swinburne 
University of Technology to heighten engagement with the employability skills required to make a successful transition from 
higher education study to professional employment. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 
The professional communication program at 

Swinburne University of Technology has introduced 

authentic learning opportunities which create real-

world knowledge, support employability, and enable 

communication students to manage “live” industry 

projects. 

 

Previously noticed by the Course Director was a gap 

in the curriculum for media and communication 

(M&C) students relating to authentic learning 

experiences and opportunities to develop 
employability skills. A common concern (identified 

at an academic forum and by observation) was 

anxiety for higher education students when moving 

from study to work, due to limited opportunities to 

directly engage with industry and to make 

professional decisions - sentiments echoed by many 

theorists (Andrews & Higson, 2008; Bridgstock, 

2009). Feedback from M&C students studying in 

Victorian (Australia) universities indicated that 67% 

wanted industry experience, and 57% wanted to be 

familiar with workplace expectations (Student Forum 
Surveys 2011-2018).  

 

Further gaps in knowledge identified included 

deficiencies in: multi-media communication, creating 

SMART objectives, presentation skills, client 

management and networking skills, and outcome 

focussed tasks. The Swinburne Course Director – 

Communication began a quest to enable M&C 

students to be professionally capable and confident, 

and establish opportunities for undergraduate students 

to improve their employability through „live‟ projects 

in real working environments. 
 

II. STRATEGIES 

 

Over the past eight years a variety of initiatives and 

industry partnerships to foster authentic learning and 

support employability skills for M&C students have 

been introduced, and as Yorke (2004) has 

demonstrated – difficult skills to replicate in the 

classroom.  

The initiatives and authentic learning pedagogy have 

collectively contributed to M&C students being more 
confident, capable and ready for professional work. 

There are five distinct strategies that have nurtured 

professional and employability skills, each 

progressively building on the other. These include: 

advanced digital and multi-media communication 

opportunities in the curriculum; developing 

management skills through real events; injecting 

industry experience by including Adjunct Fellows 

into the pedagogy; creating multiple internship 

opportunities in the course work; and establishing 

student networking with industry.  
 

These strategies have resulted in securing real 

projects for third-year M&C students. Students now 

collectively demonstrate the working acumen to 

successfully add value to small business 

communication, including promotion and 

engagement, and have become trusted advisors for 

these real businesses, like Flinders Island Council and 

Australian Tourism Data Warehouse (ATDW). 

 

 
Figure 1: Flowchart of student authentic learning progression through the Communication Program 
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III. KEY OBJECTIVES 

 
Deloitte Access Economics (2014) identified almost 

50% of graduate recruiters considered 

Communication as the most important skill when 

short listing.  

 

But the pace of industry and the speedy advancement 

of communication technology presents challenges for 

media and communication education. 

Since 2011, Swinburne has set two key objectives to 

achieve the goal of enhancing capability and 

employability for the professional communication 

students: 
 

1)  To provide students with practice in a range of 

innovative and contemporary professional 

communication skills strategies (5 initiatives 

explained below). 

2)  Challenge students with real-world 

communication projects that extend their 

cognizance and result in 

authenticated outcomes (ATDW and Flinders 

projects explained below). 

 

Key Objective One: implement five strategies that 

aid to develop innovative and contemporary 

professional skills strategies 

 

1. Advanced digital and multi-media platforms for 

M&C students 

In 2011, a blended delivery mode employing dynamic 

media in the entry level professional communication 

unit was introduced, which has been a core unit for 

business, media and communication students on 

campus, Singapore Kaplan and International Pathway 

programs. As the unit became core to multiple 
disciplines, it advanced tasks and assessments that 

incorporated dynamic technology (e.g. asynchronous 

discussion, graphic representation and multi-media 

collaboration) to enable students to better understand 

the dynamic multi-media environment in the 

communication industry.  

 

This is in line with research findings that visual 

technology is now a primary means for reporting and 

interacting within, across and outside an organisation 

(Department of Education and Training, 2013). These 
skills enable students to value-add to business 

projects (particularly small businesses looking for 

social media support) and to ensure students could 

interact with colleagues from other disciplines.  

 

This initiative has transformed the student approach 

to using dynamic communication through multi-

media, and driven students‟ design and skill 

development beyond text and visual representation. 

Student feedback supports the unit‟s success with 

improved scores consistently above 8.7/10 against 

faculty averages over this period at 7.8/10. 

 
Figure 2: COM10007 Unit Feedback Averages 2011-2018 

 

As enrolment numbers from other disciplines 

significantly increased in the major, tutors noticed 

other employability skill areas requiring critical 

development, particularly public speaking and 

presentation design competence. Since 2015, formal 

modules and mentoring in dynamic public 

presentation skills have been delivered– core skills 

for most university programs and primary to good 

business communication. Sessions included one-on-

one skills work with an Industry Adjunct as executive 

coach. More than 72 students have voluntarily 
enrolled for eight extra tutorial hours in the 

presentation skill-development classes. “The students 

gain enormous confidence from doing this extra work 

in presentation skills. Their growth in assurance and 

poise when presenting is very satisfying” Justin 

O‟Brien, Adjunct Industry Fellow and executive 

coach, 2018. 

 

2. The introduction of multi-disciplined events 

managed by students 

To add authentic learning into the curriculum, while 

maintaining a learning environment where students 
can bounce ideas off each other, as suggested by 

Cranmer (2006), an events management outcome unit 

has been added to the program. Managing events 

develops many employability and transferable skills, 

including teamwork, time management, problem 

solving and effective communication. From 2011, 

students have managed actual events from conception 

- researching, planning, delivering, and evaluating - a 

unique opportunity for Communication students. 

Each year‟s cohort (drawn from both business and 

communication disciplines) has produced an event, 
e.g. triathlons, carnivals, healthy lifestyle expos, 

high-school mental health forums, and multi-cultural 

dance competitions, etc. These events enable students 

to be exposed to a variety of skills and ideas, while 

drawing on expertise from their own majors, 

including: media production, journalism, marketing 

and promotion, financial management, human 

resources, compliance and legal management. Over 

nine years more than 1,000 students have completed 

the unit. Tutorial groups compete with each other, 

leading to insightful self-evaluation (part of 

assessment), as they compare their own contributions 
and effectiveness from a realistic base with other 
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groups, which also encourages a level of professional 

maturity. SFS 2015: The event was a fantastic way to 
learn and showcase knowledge acquired from the unit 

content. It was thoroughly enjoyable, and facilitated 

hands-on learning experiences for all students willing 

to get involved. 

 

The Event Management unit success is indicated by: 

the strong cross-faculty enrolments, highly positive 

student feedback, new networks and partnerships 

with industry increasing internship numbers, and the 

cross-unit collaboration that has evolved from the 

multi-disciplined approach - highlighted in many 

student feedback comments. These activities have 
made a substantial contribution to the professional 

purpose for the students in terms of group work, 

leadership and collaboration for problem solving. 

SFS 2016: It was great to work in a team, I really 

enjoyed working with everyone from other courses in 

my tutorial. 

 

3. Adjunct Industry Fellows and Advisory 

Committee 

To complement curriculum content for employability 

and professional skills the faculty was lobbied to 
appoint Adjunct Industry Fellows (three to-date) to 

provide guest teaching/presentations. These experts 

have also made substantial contributions to unit 

development.  

 

This strategy has also introduced industry input into 

the curriculum through the formation of an External 

Advisory Committee (n=7) that draws on the senior 

management expertise from leading consultancies, 

agencies and corporates. The Committee‟s curriculum 

advice extends to industry developments, 

expectations of graduates and contemporary 
employability skills. 

 

4. Student Industry Networking 

Final year students now have exposure directly with 

industry staff and management to broaden their 

networks and heighten their profile. The Public 

Relations, Media and Communication (PRMC) 

Student Forum is an annual multi-institutional, multi-

disciplined event that enables students to advance 

their employability skills and understand the 

professional communication environment through 
direct engagement.  

 

Swinburne staff include the original Chair and 

manager of the Forum (since 2011) and have been 

instrumental in growing and evolving its impact, with 

more than 600 student delegates to date. More than 

60 students have directly gained professional 

placements through the Forum. Feedback from 

industry (PRMC industry surveys 2011-2018) 

indicates that it has improved students‟ 

understandings of the industry and its demands, with 

56% industry respondents stating definitely and 33% 

responding substantially (total = 89%). 

 
Figure 3: Industry Networks Feedback on Student Progress 

2011-2018 

 

5. Introduction of Project/Internship Units 

Students at Swinburne have always had the 
opportunity to complete Work-Integrated Learning in 

the Communication programs, but these involved 

industry-based learning paid positions (highly 

competitive and limited) or self- secured internships. 

From 2014, a refined a project unit has been 

incorporated in to the communication majors to 

ensure all students have professional placement 

experience when graduating. Students can now get 

credit for up to three placements/projects and could 

have up to a year working in a paid professional 

placement. Before 2011, the average professional 

placement was 0.33 per student. In 2018 it is 1.5 per 
student, and the aim is to continue the rise with more 

students taking placements as elective units. 

 

KEY OBJECTIVE 2: authentic projects - securing 

small business professional communication 

projects 

The above 5 initiatives have enabled M&C students 

to develop competencies to now manage real projects 

on behalf of organisations – the second primary 

objective. In 2016, I negotiated with Tourism 

Tasmania to research and develop a suitable 
communication campaign that involves students 

managing a complex system of text, visual, electronic 

and face-to-face promotions for real tourism 

businesses. To secure this project, Swinburne 

demonstrated our students had the professionalism 

and skill set to effectively manage “live” campaigns. 

Currently, a multi-disciplined blend of Swinburne 

students are involved in developing and managing the 

“Quality Business Communication” campaign for 

Flinders Island directly through their unit curriculum. 

The success of this program has led to ATDW 

(national data-base for small to medium-sized tourism 
businesses) also providing Swinburne with “live” 

businesses needing support and management for 

promotional activity. Students have overseen business 

projects, such as: social media engagement; designed 

a Quality Business Brand for Flinders Island; 

promoted tourism events; analysed and developed 

website capabilities, and; consulted on promotion 
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strategies for service businesses. Student assessment 

and evaluation have included setting project 
objectives and measuring against the outcomes, client 

evaluation systems, generated project reports and the 

development of communication plans. 

 
Table 1: ATDW and Flinders Island project students 2017-18 

(*including 24 non-aligned discipline students) 

 

Swinburne was only able to secure this unique real-

work opportunities due to its proven program 

functionality that scaffolds student learning in critical 
areas: professional communication planning and 

management, working to set objectives based on 

outcomes, developing solution focussed independent 

operators, and a heightened awareness for 

professional behaviour. Student work on our social 

media promotion sites was fantastic, a wave of new 

interest. Tilly Massie – Beach and Boat Promotions, 

2017. 

 

IV. CONCLUSION 
 
Swinburne professional communication programs 

delivered through the Media and Communication 

Department have included five distinct strategies with 

the aim to heighten students understanding of 

employability skills needed to make the successful 

transition from higher education study to professional 

employment.  

This plan was put in place after a 2010 Academic 

Forum identified student anxiety with moving from 

study to employment as a major concern. Since 2011, 

these strategies have successfully been implemented 

to meet the objective to develop innovative and 
contemporary professional skills for M&C students. 

The success of these strategies have enabled 

Swinburne to also meet the second objective of 

securing authentic professional communication 

projects for small businesses. There have been around 

280 students who have had the opportunity to be 

involved in “live” communication projects on behalf 

of small businesses. 

 

Further evidence that the strategies have been a 

success is evidenced by student feedback. Students 
have indicated that their opportunities to be involved 

with authentic learning in the Swinburne 

communication programs have been highly 

commendable, as indicated by the graph in figure 4. 

 
Figure 4: 2018 Third-Year Swinburne Communication 

Program Student Survey - Authentic Learning 

 

051015excellentgoodfairpoorverypoorOpportunity to 

do Authentic LearningIn 2018 the third-year 

communication students were asked to rate their 

opportunities to experience real-world projects and 

professional work environments over their course. 

Currently, 89% rate their authentic learning as fair or 
above! These students also indicated that 79% feel 

good or excellent about being prepared for entering 

their profession.  

Students were asked to nominate areas of their degree 

program that added most value to their study. Figure 

5 demonstrates Swinburne professional 

communication students listed the three highest areas 

of satisfaction with authentic learning opportunities 

and assessment, and with the industry experience of 

their tutors. 
 

 
Figure 5: Program Elements most valued by Students 

 

The initiative has been recognised by a number of 

national and university teaching awards including the 

Program Director being awarded the PRIA (Public 

Relations Institute of Australia) 2017 Educator of the 

Year, 2016 Australian National Learning and 
Teaching Citation, and a 2015 Swinburne Vice-

Chancellor‟s commendation for Industry 

Engagement. Internally in the faculty the program has 

been awarded the School award for innovative 

education and the 2016 Dean‟s Teaching Award 

relating to the infusion of real-world projects into the 

curriculum. 

 

The program strategies have enabled Swinburne 

professional communication students to experience 

authentic work environments and work on “live” 
projects, thus heightening their employability skills 
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engagement and making students less anxious about 

moving from study to professional employment. 
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