International Journal of English and EducationjiEts

ISSN: 2278-4012, Volume:3, Issue:2, April 2014

CONFRONTING THE CHALLENGES BEDEVILLING WORK RELATED  LEARNING
AT A SELECTED UNIVERSITY IN ZIMBABWE: MENTORS’ PERS RECTIVES

AlickMunzara !, NhamoMashavire and JeofreyMtemer®

1.2.3| ecturers, Great Zimbabwe University,
Faculty of Social Sciences

Abstract: The study sought to interrogate the alignmenhefuniversity’s curriculum
to industrial practice and establish the factorsatthcompromised effective
implementation of the work-related learning (WRLpgramme from a mentors’
perspective. The study employed a qualitative metealesign and the study
participants were selected through the purposive@ang technique. The data was
solicited through unstructured interviews and thaerviewees comprised nine
academic mentors and twenty four company mentdrs.study established that the
key factor that caused the misalignment betweenuthieersity’s curriculum and
industrial practice was the lack of collaboratioetlveen the academic mentors and
company mentors during course design. It also distaddl that the main factors that
affect the effective implementation of the WRL pogne were ineffective
communication of the university curriculum to thempany mentors and poor
collaboration between the academic mentors and ¢bmpany mentors during
supervision and assessment of the students’ peafaren
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Introduction

“Work-related learning (WRL) is a planned activityat uses the context of work to develop
knowledge, skills and understanding useful in warkluding learning through the experience of
work, learning about work and working practicesd dearning the skills for work” (Work-
Related Learning Guide, 2008: 7).Its objectivenibtidge the gap between classroom tuition and
industrial practice by providing the students amparfunity to learn direct from actual work
experience. Universities and industry have beetalbotating for over a century and when
companies and universities work in tandem to phehftontiers of knowledge, they become a
powerful engine for innovation and economic growBctience/Business Innovation Board,
2012).

The Northern lllinois University, Faculty Developnteand Instructional Design Center module
(undated), states that experiential learning cdugd understood as learning through action,
learning by doing, learning through experience, k@adning through discovery and exploration.
Instruction is designed to engage students in diegperiences which are tied to real world
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problems and situations in which the instructorilifates rather than directs student progress,
ibid. Inspired by earlier work by John Dewey andriKuewin , David A. Kolb believes,
“learning is the process whereby knowledge is ec#trough the transformation of experience”
, (Kolb,1984) .

As such,WRL programmes are designed to expose ragidie the practical world of work in
order to enhance their employability when they cleteptheir degree programmes. Company
mentors are responsible for scheduling the compatiyities that the student should cover as
well as the day to day guidance, supervision amsgésssnent of the students during the WRL
period. The academic mentors are responsible feigdiemg the university curriculum and
undertaking supervisory visits to assess the stadparformance and the appropriateness of the
attachment places. The students are required toesfteir own places of attachment, maintain a
log book detailing the work related activities thawer during the period of attachment and to
submit at least two performance related report® d¢tademic and company mentor, however,
have a joint responsibility of ensuring the sucaddtie WRL programme.

Literature Review

Effective WRL is dependent on a successful threg-meationship between student, academic
tutor and in-company mentor stakeholders (Roodhcarseé Mumford, 2010) and a clear
understanding by the three parties of the WRL @ogne and the expected contribution by each
stakeholder to a successful outcome [Benefer,( R@d7Cutler,( 2012)].The objectives and
pedagogical activities of the WRL programme mustéfore be clearly communicated to all the
stakeholders. However, “whilst the classroom comigation between students and tutors is
excellent, students frequently bemoan lack of eigffit access to their mentor and limited
understanding of the module objectives by the mreasoa result” Cutler (2012: 2). He further
observes that attempts to invite company mentdosthre university for briefings or discussion
are often stymied by the company-mentors’ multiplerk priorities resulting in a general
reliance on the student to communicate academicnrdtion to the mentor. According to Cutler
(2012) such interactions are usually faced withdlifties, such as follows:

» At the beginning of a work based learning module student cannot be expected to
understand the scope of the content and learnifecioles well enough to give their
mentor a clear picture of what will be requiredenms of support over the remainder of
the module

» The student is almost always hierarchically belbes inentor and may have difficulty in
“managing” the support relationship

* Mentors are often not necessarily “in-company chamgd of foundation degree learning
— they may simply be assigned to the task — andehéime student's needs may not be
given sufficient credibility within the company @ranment
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* Mentors are usually subject to many demands whigdvemt them from organising
regular support sessions or meetings with académtars who, in turn, would have
extreme difficulty in physically meeting with as mgas 25 mentors several times during
the course of a module.

According to Matamande et al. (2008) there arerabar of factors that affect the effectiveness
of industrial attachment programmes and these epassithe assessment methods employed,
and the perception of the host company towardssimidil attachment.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Students on WRL programmes often take an inordipdbng time to adapt to industrial
practice and, consequently, many of them fail tdgoen to the companies’ expectations from
the outset. On the whole, students are not addgyaegpared for industrial attachment owing to
misalignment between the university curriculum andustrial practice. Media is also awash
with calls to realign university curricula and themands of industry. The study therefore sought
to interrogate the alignment of the university’sraula to industrial practice and examine the
factors that hamper effective implementation ofwoek-related learning (WRL) programme.

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY
The objectives that guided the study were to:

» Determine the key factors that cause misalignmetivden the university curriculum
and industrial practice.

= Establish the key factors that downgrade the implaation of the WRL attachment
programme.

= Provide appropriate recommendations to improve ¢fiectiveness of the WRL
programme.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Research design

The study employed a qualitative research desidgre qualitative research design facilitates
understanding of behaviours and perceptions of neesnbf an organisation and, according to
Marvasti (2004), it provides a detailed descriptaomd analysis of the quality or the substance of
the human experience. The design was therefore etbenost appropriate in capturing the

experiences and perceptions of the academic meatatrshe company mentors relative to the
effectiveness of the WRL programme.
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Data collection and analysis

The study participants were selected through thgpgsive sampling technique. Purposive
sampling is a judgmental sampling technique (Pun20Q5) that involves handpicking

supposedly typical or interesting subjects (Bax&tr al, 2001) who are likely to be

knowledgeable and informative about the phenoméhemesearcher is studying (Leedy, 1997).
Thus, participants were purposively selected freadamic and company mentors.

The data was solicited through unstructured ingavgi The unstructured interview approach was
adopted for the study because it does not impogdi@itations in the manner that the study
participants express themselves. According to Bngndell (2003), in an unstructured
interview the researcher only has an interview guid aide memaoire listing the topics or issues
to be covered only, without any specific questipngpared in advance. The interview guide
serves as a reminder to the researcher for the isgies and topics that need to be covered and
the respondents may answer the questions in anythedyseems sensible to them (Fisher et al,
2010). The unstructured nature of the interviewvjgled the researcher the flexibility to explore
exhaustively all the pertinent and related isséetotal of thirty three interviews were held and
the interviewees comprised nine academic mentatdvaenty four company mentors.

During analysis, the data was coded into two categ@ccording to the first two objectives of
the study namely, ‘factors causing misalignmenivieen university curriculum and industrial
practice’ and ‘factors that downgrade the effectass of the WRL programme’.

RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS
Respondents’ Sex profile

Four academic mentors that were interviewed weagvdrfrom the Faculty of Commerce and
five were from the Faculty of Social Sciences. Ttydour company mentors were drawn from
host companies scattered all over the country.\B&ddhe sex-profile of the respondents:

Table 1, showing the designation-sex profile opoesients

Designation Male Female Total
Academic Mentors 6 3 9
Company Mentors 15 9 24
Total 21 12 33

SOURCE: SURVEY (2013)
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Alignment of university curriculum to industrial pr actice

Almost all the academic mentors interviewed indidathat they used text books and journals as
well as internet resources to design their respeatburses. They admitted that they did not
particularly take into account industrial practidaring course design. This explains why a
number of company mentors bemoaned inadequate nstysi®ficiency in computerised
accounting and human resource payroll packagesy @s® observed lack of proficiency in
business communication skills, particularly in snt$ from the Faculty of Social Sciences.
Many of the academic mentors indicated that theyndelves had neither undertaken any WRL
nor had they had any industrial experience. Thiggssts that the university’s curriculum is
based almost purely on theoretical knowledge wighyiittle, if any, consideration of the
obtaining industrial practices.

When asked why they had not fused in the elemehtheindustrial practice, most of the
academic mentors insisted that university regutatidid not explicitly provide for collaboration
with external institutions during course designe¥imdicated that regulations are amended after
at least three years, a period that lapses whenoloinitiatives would have been roped in by
industry in dynamic environments. And yet induslityes incessant calls that industrialists be
included in the crafting of curricula in tertianystitutions. “As long as the industrialists are not
involved in the curriculum, we will continue to almuout graduates that are not relevant to the
industries. Industrialists and officials from thdueation sector should sit down and come up
with a curriculum that is relevant to the curreob jmarket demands,” insists the Zimbabwe
Congress of Trade Union president George Nkiwanewsdday Zimbabwe, September 17,
(2013). Academic mentors interviewed unanimoughead that their WRL policy was silent on
such matters. They however, advised that, in daladdress this shortcoming, tuition was made
as practical as possible by, for example, emplogungh techniques as case study and role play.

In response to a question on what measures themi@dentors would recommend in order to
improve the effectiveness of the WRL programme,ytiseiggested that WRL policy, in
particular, should make explicit provisions fortleers to confer with the respective industrial
companies or relevant professional bodies, as reayelsessary, when designing courses. They
also did concur on the fact that the universityudtidreely sponsor academics to attend even
workshops run by such professional bodies as tlstitute of Chartered Accountants in
Zimbabwe (ICAZ), Institute of Personnel ManagemeihZimbabwe (IPMZ), among others, to
allow them to keep informed and relevant as wdtleyl' also indicated that the university could
go further through sponsoring academics to assuembarship of such relevant professional
bodies.

All the company mentors advised that they had re¢nbrequested to contribute towards
university curriculum. They all indicated that thegre willing to contribute towards the design
of an appropriate curriculum. They also advisedt ttheey had not seen the university's
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curriculum. Some of them said they had expected ttia academic mentors would appraise
them during the supervisory visits but this was done. When asked whether they had raised
the issue with the academic mentors, some of tihgpaay mentors advised that they had not
done so and indicated that the academic mentors aherays in a hurry with their main interest
being to talk to the student. Some of the mentwigcated that they had raised the issue with the
academic mentors but all they got was a ‘scantsbaleresponse.

Factors that downgrade implementation of WRL progranme

The study found that there was no collaboratiorwbeh academic mentors and company
mentors before the students were attached to 8pecéve companies. The academic mentors
advised that they were not involved in securingditiment places for students and that it was the
students’ own responsibility to secure their owta@diment places. They also advised that their
initial meeting with the company mentors was durihg first supervisory visit long after the
students had assumed the WRL attachment. All tnggessts that students did not receive any
form of guidance in securing appropriate places dttachment relative to their respective
disciplines and areas of specialisation.

Interviews with the company mentors confirmed tinat students were responsible for securing
their own attachment places. They also confirmed ttie first time that they (company mentors)
met with the academic mentors was after the stgdesd already begun the WRL attachment,
which in many instances was two to three monther dfte student had begun the attachment.
The company mentors advised that they relied onirtf@mation provided by students to
ascertain what the university’s curriculum coveré&tiey indicated that in most instances the
information provided by the students was scanty #md made it difficult to design an
attachment programme that would appropriately ntieetneeds of both the student and the
university. These findings are corroborated by €lgl (2012) observation that in WRL
programmes, there was a general reliance on tllerstto communicate academic information
to the company mentor and that such communicatias mot effective as it often lacked the
required detail.

The company mentors bemoaned the fact that whenatalemic mentors made their
supervisory visit they did not take time to disctiss overall WRL programme. They advised
that the academic mentors were simply concernell thié operational activities of the host
company that the students needed to cover andttiierds' actual performance. They also
advised that in many instances the academic medidmsot make advance appointments when
conducting the supervisory visits and this oftesuted in the academic mentors failing to meet
the respective company mentors who would be engegether previously scheduled company
activities. As a result, the academic mentors waildply leave assessment forms for the
company mentors to complete and forward to thearsity. In such circumstances the academic
mentors also had to rely on the students to furthehnecessary information about the host
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company. Cutler's (2012) observations on commuiunathrough students, mutatis mutandis,
are also pertinent in this regard.

When asked about what needed to be done in ordenhance the effectiveness of the WRL
programme, most of the company mentors suggestadinltead of relying on the ad-hoc
relationships that were established through stisdehe university should forge partnerships
with companies who provide attachment places. Atiogr to the company mentors such
relationships would facilitate issues such as @ffec communication of the university
curriculum, appropriate placement of students, miitubeneficial supervisory visits by
academic mentors, and productive meetings betwessteanic mentors and company mentors.

Conclusion
The study concluded that:

» The key factor that causes the misalignment betwbkenuniversity’s curriculum and
industrial practice was the lack of collaboratioaetizeen the academic mentors and
company mentors during course design. The uniyedsies not have an explicit policy
that facilitates collaboration with external ingtibns hence the academic mentors tend to
confine themselves to literary works when desigrdagrses. Furthermore, the university
does not have a policy that could facilitate spostsip of lecturers to become active
participants in industrial professional bodies tlglo whom they would be consistently
kept abreast with obtaining industrial practicesn§equently there is hardly any infusion
of industrial practices into curriculum design.

* The key factors that downgrade the effectivenesthefimplementation of the WRL
programme are nature of the communication anddéackllaboration. Communication is
ineffective, since, the company mentors are rel@nstudents to be informed about the
university’s curriculum while on the other hand @demic mentors are also reliant on
the students to be informed about the activitiethefrespective host companies. There is
also lack of collaboration regarding the placenwdrgtudents as the students are required
to secure attachment places on their own, arrdmgedwn terms of attachment and then
advise the academic mentors. Similarly, there isneaningful collaboration between the
academic mentors and the company mentors with deger the supervision of the
students’ performance

Recommendations
The study recommended that:

» The academic mentors should engage the companyorsemhen designing courses so
that pertinent industrial practices could be intusato the university curriculum. This
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would ensure that the university’s curriculum wagsprapriately aligned with the
obtaining industrial practices.

* The university should sponsor lecturers to join padicipate in the activities of relevant
professional bodies. This would ensure that theéutecs were kept up to date of
industrial practices in their respective discipiine

» Communication and collaboration during the impletagan of the WRL programme
should be enhanced so as to ensure direct exclofmgermation between the academic
mentors and the company mentors on key issues asicine university curriculum,
company activities, WRL objectives and studentsfqgrenance.
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