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Preparing students for professional practice: strategies for evaluating work integrated 
learning within an industry-professional context. 

 
 

Abstract 
In line with the evolving profile of the university graduate, teaching strategies are changing as one 
contemporary view of education is to prepare students for effective participation in professional 
practice. Within the School of Communication at Charles Sturt University (CSU), the distance 
between the classroom and the professional community is closing. At Kajulu Communications, the 
on-campus student advertising agency, students learn to apply best industry practice to a range of 
real-world problems within an authentic working environment. Curriculum development and 
pedagogy has been informed by applied research as well as continuous industry dialogue, and is 
based on a belief that university courses should not only serve industry, they should contribute on a 
higher level, new knowledge that informs and even guides evolving professional practice. This 
paper reports on research which examines strategies employed within the environment of Kajulu 
Communications, and specifically professional teaching models that embrace the concept of work 
integrated learning via constructs such as communities of practice and authentic problem-based 
learning (APBL). In the process, the paper seeks to identify the pedagogical practices that naturally 
connect learning to authentic activity, context and culture (Lave and Wenger, 1991, p. 27) as 
employed in curriculum delivery and specifically, the evaluation of student learning.  
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Applied practice: work integrated learning 
Universities are under increasing pressure from both employers and students to equip graduates 
with real-world skills and capabilities. Teaching and learning strategies are changing as one 
contemporary view of education is to prepare students for assimilation into professional practice. As 
Reeves (2005, p. 22) suggests, it is becoming apparent that employers are seeking qualifications 
beyond the degree. They want hands-on skills, employees who are good communicators, team 
players and are dedicated to life long learning. Berryman (1990, p. 46) reinforces the point, 
suggesting that the ultimate point of education is to prepare students for effective functioning in 
non-school settings. My objective as a teacher has been to close the gap between the classroom and 
the professional community by providing both a teaching curriculum and a learning environment 
that facilitates a seamless transition from university into the professional workplace. 
 
The advertising industry is experiencing what I refer to as a velocity of change.  I believe that 
effective teaching today is a result of constantly evolving strategies that reflect the dynamics of 
today’s advertising environment. I employ a model of authentic intellectual achievement based on 
three criteria: the development of student knowledge through disciplined enquiry beyond the 
classroom; disciplined enquiry that replicates the skills and techniques of professionals; and 
reflection and simulation of problems, issues and situations encountered in the real world. I do this 
by linking a theoretical framework to practical learning in a real-world environment. My teaching 
takes place within the situated learning environment of Kajulu Communications, the on-campus 
student advertising agency of CSU. The Kajulu model is predicated on students learning by 
working in a real-world (authentic) environment, and then applying their learning to the 
development of market-ready national and international advertising campaigns for real clients. For 
undergraduate advertising students, the experience is much more than simply one of coming to 
university. It is more like coming to work in a professional advertising agency. My teaching is 
focused on ensuring that when students graduate they are both critical thinkers and industry-ready 
to literally ‘hit the ground running’. The approach is to create an industry-based, collaborative 
student environment that encourages open thinking, investigation, innovation and experimentation 
in learning, and in the application of that learning to the solving of practical advertising problems.  
The students and I work together in a professional, collegial relationship, rather that the traditional 
student-teacher relationship.  
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The result is that they are motivated to take ownership and responsibility for their actions and 
outputs, thus fostering independence in learning and a desire to go further – to analyse, challenge, 
engage, and to produce their best. My pedagogy has been informed and guided through reflection 
on my own experiences as a practitioner and in more recent times as an academic, and by an 
understanding of what is required through continuous dialogue with the industries with which we 
work. My belief is that, in line with the evolving profile of the university graduate, teaching and 
learning strategies are changing. My own teaching strategies embrace Berryman’s (1990, p. 46) 
concept of student “apprenticeships” and support the concept of work integrated learning via 
constructs such as situated learning, communities of practice, and authentic problem-based learning 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 27; Wee Keng Neo, 2004, p. 31). My overarching objective is to equip 
students to become effective, efficient and ethical individuals who can contribute meaningfully and 
work and prosper anywhere in the world.  
 

Curriculum development 
As the CSU advertising course is a ‘professional’ course, the objective is to comprehensively 
prepare students for the rigors of the industry they are entering and to ensure their employability. In 
the process, the development of course curriculum has been informed and guided through the 
realisation that as a university, the program must first and fore-most be pedagogically sound, not 
simply responsive to current industry needs. Curriculum design is informed by the gathering of 
evidence via a number of formalised sources: (i) semester-based subject evaluation by CSU Online 
Evaluation Management; (ii) applied research and publishing in focused areas of higher education; 
(iii) formal industry research in the areas of work integrated learning and the development of 
contemporary practitioner attributes by way of depth interviews and questionnaires conducted 
during subject and course reviews (McCulloch, 2007, p. 9); (iv) continuous feedback gained from 
the industry via student internship programs and performance evaluations that provide a direct 
interface with prospective employers and highlight the contemporary skills and attributes they seek 
in graduates (McCulloch, 2008, p. 6). 
 
Practical, real-world experience is a valuable asset, but so too is a learning environment that 
encourages students to question and to engage, an environment that stimulates higher level, critical 
thinking and independent learning. Situated learning takes place within the (authentic) environment 
of Kajulu Communications, the on-campus student advertising agency of CSU. Kajulu is a stand-
alone entity with its own premises and facilities. It is designed to replicate an advertising agency, 
from systems and procedures to student roles and responsibilities; to emulate industry practitioner 
standards, from the agency’s premises and environment to the physical and psychological approach 
students take to the development and presentation of client campaigns. Gulikers et al. (2004) refer 
to this as the ‘physical context’, a key dimension of authentic learning. This strategy is encapsulated 
in my vision for graduate outcomes: 

When you leave Charles Sturt University and Kajulu, you are more than graduating.  
You are leaving one agency and moving on to another. 

(Rod McCulloch, 2002) 
 
For students coming to learn, the experience is much more than simply one of coming to a 
university of lecture halls and tutorial rooms. The student experience is enhanced by the opportunity 
to learn and to apply this learning in a work integrated, professional advertising environment. I 
express this: Come to CSU, and come to work in Kajulu. 
 
The Kajulu model is predicated on students applying essential theory-based learning whilst working 
in an authentic environment for real clients, and accepting accountability for the results of their 
work. In contrast to the rote learning approach, to a large extent students take charge of their own 
learning whilst working for regional, national and international clients of the ilk of Estee Lauder, 
Sony Audio Products, Habitat for Humanity Australia and the Royal Flying Doctor Service, as well 
as for international organisations and companies including the United Nations, Compaq Computers, 
Florida Tourism, Electrolux Appliances and for the Unilever consumer brand Lynx.  
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Using a cognitive apprenticeship model (Van Merrienboer, 1997, p. 11), advertising students 
acquire, develop and use cognitive tools in an authentic domain activity – a real world situation in a 
real world environment. In practical terms, students do this by operating as advertising agency 
teams, adopting specific roles and responsibilities, both inspiring and motivating each other within 
their team and within the context of the natural (and encouraged) competition between Kajulu 
teams. The team environment encourages interpersonal and cooperative engagement skills. This is 
further fuelled by the knowledge that, rather than completing text book assignments, they are 
creating and presenting real campaign projects for real clients who, in many instances, are 
remunerating Kajulu for the work undertaken on that client’s behalf. 

I learnt a lot about working in a team to create a do-able strategy for a real company. The 
fact that the client could have said ‘no’ really gave the work we put in a legit reasoning. 

(E.O’N.: Kajulu student, 2008) 
 
The student cohort is self-selected into teams of approximately seven students, in effect creating 
mini-agencies. These teams replicate the team-based working structures found in professional 
advertising agencies. Teams decide the individual responsibilities of their members. Invariably 
these responsibilities mirror the personal strengths and professional aspirations of the individual 
students, with team members adopting roles such as Managing Director (team leader), Client 
Services Manager, Research Manager, Media Manager, as well as Creative and Production roles. 
They maintain these roles and responsibilities throughout their time in Kajulu and represent these 
roles to their clients. Individually, the students are accountable not only to their clients but also to 
their fellow Kajulu team members for the delegated responsibilities and output of their roles. Team 
members work both collaborative and as individuals to solve marketing communication problems. 
As a team they review the client brief, allocate responsibilities, set goals and then initiate activities. 
As individuals they apply professionally-based skills and knowledge of communication practice 
learnt in their first two years to address these goals and objectives.  
 
As each campaign is unique, market and consumer understanding is invariably not limited to the 
classroom and text book. Students must venture outside the bounds of the institution to learn for 
themselves and then to collaborate and apply this learning to their team project. They do this by 
reflecting upon the theoretical knowledge learnt throughout their course, and then applying 
professional techniques and skills to the development of advertising solutions. The end result is a 
campaign that not simply wins client approval, but is strategically sound and ready to go to market. 
 
From an academic perspective, learning outcomes and student expectations are detailed in formal 
subject materials. Client briefs, as in industry, clearly outline expectations and outcomes in terms of 
the development of industry-standard advertising recommendations. An important aspect of the 
authenticity of the process is the recognition by Kajulu teams that, along with charging for their 
work, comes aspects of ethical responsibility and accountability. These are in themselves, critical 
key leaning outcomes. Up to three Kajulu teams may be assigned to work on, or ‘pitch’ for a client. 
This means that these teams are in fact in competition with one another, vying for the client’s 
business as they would in the real world. This spirit of competition and the potential reward of 
‘winning the business’ is a critical motivator and results in work that goes well beyond simply what 
would suffice to meet subject learning expectations or pass a subject assignment.  
 
Presentations are developed by the student teams to professional standards, in terms of both content 
and audio-visual and personal presentation techniques, and are assessed to professional standards. 

Working for a real client was demanding, yet very exciting and beneficial. Overall, I 
genuinely felt that every component of this subject was helpful to my learning. 

(A.H.: Kajulu student, 2006) 
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Assessment and feedback 
Often times, assessment methods in tertiary education are predicated simply on students answering 
or completing set assignment tasks. These tasks may be theoretical, text book driven and exam-
based, in which case answers may simply reflect a model of rote learning, without the requirement 
for students to reflect on previous learning and accumulated knowledge or create in them the desire 
to venture further in the assimilation of knowledge and the development of arguments. In contrast, 
within the industry-professional environment of Kajulu, student assessment is based on authentic 
problem-solving tasks and a demonstration of both reflective practice and progressive argument, in 
support of nominated teaching and learning outcomes and both client and industry expectations.  In 
line with the principles of authentic problem-based learning (Wee Keng Neo, 2004, p. 31), 
assessment within Kajulu is:   

- based on appropriate and relevant learning outcomes - these are clearly enunciated within 
subject materials;  

- supported by a list of tangible, measurable and unambiguous criteria - these are detailed in 
all subject materials;  

- based on agreed-to targets of measurement - these are clearly outlined in the assignment 
briefs and supported by the final client brief;  

- conducted with a variety of tools for each assessment task - these comprise both formative 
and summative assessment;  

- managed and influenced by student learning through the learning process.  
 
Assessment serves as a feedback mechanism that allows for a determination of the progress of 
student learning and identification of a requirement to take necessary measures to close any learning 
gaps. Hence, I believe that assessment cannot be considered an end process, but rather integral to 
the on-going process. Learning by doing and then applying what is learnt is inherent in the way 
students develop their knowledge base in Kajulu. Timely feedback throughout the entire process is 
the key to team development and performance.  Within the industry it is common for weekly ‘work 
in progress’ (WIP) meetings to be held to ensure that all work in the agency is being addressed in a 
timely and appropriate manner. So too in Kajulu, where weekly WIP meetings and reports serve a 
number of important purposes: 

- they provide a big-picture overview of the team’s work and progressive output;  
- they offer a method of recording accountability for individual team member contribution, in 

line with pre-determined and agreed timelines and outcomes;  
- they provide each team member with set responsibilities - agreed to by both the individual 

and team;   
- they remove the subjectivity and ‘personality’ from evaluation of individual contribution to 

the team task by providing clear and recorded expectations; 
- they provide the opportunity to offer constructive input on a regular basis during the 

learning and developmental process - rather then just at the conclusion of the project.  
 
Whilst content is critical in assessing student learning and subject outcomes, in industry team work 
and presentation skills are significant influencers in an advertising agency’s ability to be successful 
in a client ‘pitch’ situation. Hence, an authentic and comprehensive model of assessment is 
employed that considers four key components in formulating final student assessment. 
 
Team Assessment: Campaign development and presentation is assessed utilizing industry criteria: 

- Team presentation skills: professionalism of the team presentation (synergy, conviction), use 
of appropriate support materials, logical flow, addressing of client questions, and 
conclusion; 

- Presentation content (in written report form) - breadth and originality, practicality, the 
addressing of set campaign objectives, performance evaluation and anticipated return on 
investment (ROI). 
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I believe I really drove the presentation and was best able to communicate the objectives to the 
client. 

(D.D-H.: Kajulu student, 2008) 
 
Assessment and feedback is provided in both detailed written form as well as in face-to-face 
‘debriefings’ with each team at the conclusion of the team project. 
 
Individual Student Assessment: To identify individual student contribution and assess learning 
within the collaborative team environment: 

- Progressive learning assessment -  weekly reviews and mini-tests; 
- Contribution to the team as detailed in weekly WIP reports; 
- Single student project assessment. 

Feedback is provided in detailed written form and in face-to-face discussion with the individual 
student during formal consultation times.   
 
Peer Assessment: Written (confidential) feedback by members of the Kajulu agency team on 
aspects of team member commitment and contribution, including participation, active contribution, 
performance of tasks in line with agreed timelines, and ability to contribute to the team effort. 
 
Client Assessment: Formal quantitative evaluation and written feedback is provided by the client, 
based both on outcomes and on the level of professionalism displayed by their Kajulu agency 
throughout the entire campaign development process. 

What an excellent experience. It was encouraging to see such good work come our way. 
Congratulations to you and the Kajulu teams. 

(David Woolbank. Director-Brand Marketing Electrolux, 2004) 
 

Evaluation of learning strategies 
The CSU Online Evaluation Management Surveys of the Kajulu student cohort undertaken to 
measure satisfaction and effectiveness levels of both subject content and academic staff member’s 
approach have consistently returned results that were significantly above the School Mean. Item 
Means on a Likert scale, where 7 equals Very Strongly Agree, are shown for the questions. 
 
ADV310 Advertising Strategy and Campaign Planning            2006                            2007 
Core Questions Item 

Mean 
School 
Mean 

Item 
Mean 

School 
Mean 

I found this subject stimulated  
my learning. 

6.11 5.25 6.14 5.44 

The quality of teaching in this subject  
assisted my learning. 

6.67 5.13 6.14 5.30 

Teaching was clearly directed towards the  
objectives of the subject. 

6.44 5.22 6.21 5.23 

 
(Charles Sturt University Online Evaluation Management Survey, 2006 and 2007) 

 
A quantitative survey of the advertising student cohort in June 2007 identified key areas of student 
learning as well as high levels of student satisfaction with the Kajulu curriculum (McCulloch, 
2007). Utilising a 5 point Likert scale, 5 equalling Strongly Agree, 75% of the 51 closed-ended 
questions scored an item mean of above 4.0. When responses were analysed, the overall take-out 
was a stated confidence amongst the students that they were being well prepared to effectively and 
efficiently enter the professional industry environment, and to be productive from day one. 
Supporting pedagogical results, proof of the success of the Kajulu model lies with the students 
themselves. Over the last seven years, Kajulu student teams have won three international student 
advertising competitions and four national competitions, competing against universities from 
around the world. Today the CSU advertising course is the most awarded advertising course in 
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Australia and is recognised by the industry’s peak global body, the International Advertising 
Association as a benchmark in the preparation of students for professional practice (Lee, 2005).  
Further evidence, and arguably the ultimate measurement of the success of the work integrated 
learning strategies applied within Kajulu is the level of acceptance of the students by industry. CSU 
students are seen to be employees of preference, with a graduate employment rate approaching 
100%. Indeed, many students secure full time employment in the industry in their final semester of 
studies, even before they have completed their degree. 

Keep teaching these young people to the current high level and we’ll keep employing them. 
(Allan Griffiths. Business Director, Zenith Optimedia, 2004) 
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