15" National Outdoor Education Conference
20-23 September, 2007

A study of Australian Employers’ Perceptions of Graluates from the Bachelor
of Arts (Outdoor Education) at La Trobe University

Brendon Munge

Abstract

This paper reports on a study in 2006 of Austraiianployers’ perspectives of La Trobe University
Bachelor of Arts (Outdoor Education) graduates. dine of the study was three fold in relation to éoyprs’
perspectives. Initially, the intent was to estdbtise characteristics sought in potential employeesutdoor
educator positions. Secondly to establish whethenddoor education degree was beneficial in gginin
employment. Thirdly and the focus of the paper, limraemployers perceive La Trobe University Outdoor
Education graduates in relation to the charactesisbught in an employee. Findings suggest thaopell
attributes and experience is the key charactesisbaght when seeking employees. A degree is logaddiut
must be included within a matrix of other skillhélstudy highlights that there are significantrggtbs to La
Trobe University Bachelor of Arts (Outdoor Educadigraduates, in terms of environmental knowledge a
teaching skills, but concerns remain as to expeeiéa theory ratio and development of judgment. Stady
indicates there are still issues with the articataof skills learnt within a degree and the amhigof what
experience is considered valid, which will provateopportunity for further research.

Introduction

This paper reports the findings and conclusions study in 2006 of Australian employers’ perspeadiv
of La Trobe University Bachelor of Arts (Outdoorueation) graduates (Bendigo graduates). The gatleof
study was to assist Bendigo graduates in theiragmbrto gaining employment, academics in their taogon
and articulation of degrees, and employers in tipe@st for employees who match their needs of tadalytheir
desires for the future. To fulfill this goal | toakthreefold approach in relation to employersspectives.
Initially | set out to establish the characteristsought in potential employees for outdoor edugatsitions.
Secondly to establish whether an outdoor educakgnee was beneficial in gaining employment. Thiedid
the focus of the paper, how do employers perceemdi)o graduates in relation to the characteristcght in
an employee. In the process of drawing conclusioniis research, | have found that through thegss of
gathering and analysing the data, | have estallisiwe than just employers’ perceptions of Bendjggmuates,
but also a general basis for employment of outédaoicators and leaders. Within this paper | wilivle a
synopsis of the literature that formed the basigte study. Then a description of the methodssetil to conduct
the study. Finally | will give a description of tihesults, conclusions, and recommendations ofttidyselevant
to Bendigo graduates, the School of Outdoor Edacatnd Environment at La Trobe University, and ayeis
in the outdoor profession of Australia.

The study was in part a response to the issuellisstad from speaking with other graduates, and
employers, combined with a number of themes presihin research conducted in America and the White
Kingdom on employer satisfaction with outdoor edigcapractitioners with university based education.

For twenty years, La Trobe University Bendigo hasrbproducing graduates from their Bachelor of Arts
(Outdoor Education) undergraduate degree with itneodproducing the best graduates of outdoor education i
the country(2006). There has, however, been little researtchwhether the graduates from this course are
meeting the needs of the employment market. Theeddigcuses upon the blending of the theoreticsiklzt
outdoor and environmental education with a strdegient of practical training (La Trobe Universig06).

The degree is structured over three years withesiisgorogressing through a series of experienckediwith
theory that involves a progression from being digipant onto leader and then an educator in thdamrs.

With the proliferation of similar university and ¥ational Education and Training courses within the



Environment seelaput from the broad employment market. Through tlesearch it is hoped that this
connection can be broadened and strengthened.

Previous Research

My first consideration was to determine how pregioesearch into employers’ perceptions of outdoor
education graduates might inform my study. | thaugappropriate when undertaking this researctirso
establish a framework to understand the conte#tefesults. Within this framework | set about bbshing the
initial characteristics of what a good outdoor eatac or outdoor leader are. From there | movedhatw
provides the educational ideology that underpirsglamic education. Leading on from this a reviewbét
forms the basis of outdoor degrees and what i®otlyrperceived to be the strengths and weaknedsbsese
degrees. From here the framework shifted to wheatlee current perceptions of outdoor educationugtes
based upon the perceptions of employers from Edglamerica and New Zealand. Following is a synopsis
the relevant research from these areas.

What qualities make a good Outdoor Educator and Goor Leader

Swiderski (1981), Buell (1981), Johanson (1984)pp$1(1986), and Priest (1986) all undertook stsidie
to establish characteristics specific to what ¢gineed in outdoor leaders. For the purpose ofghisgly Priest’s
set of characteristics appears to synthesis theeat characteristics currently accepted as &irsggpoint as an
entry-level outdoor educator/ leader. Priest (198étified 14 characteristics of a good outdoadker within
his thesisQutdoor Leadership Presentation in Five Natiolmsthis study Priest focused upon five specific
nations, Australia, New Zealand, England, Ameraza] Canada. He established his results based bpon t
attitudes and approaches of outdoor leaders franim eauntry that they applied to outdoor leadership
preparation. Priest and Gass (2005) subsequeitlyde a revised list of skills as a basis for alé&ahip text.
The essential characteristics as described withesPand Gass’s (2005) text on leadership arectiEgin Table
1.

Table 1: Characteristics of an Outdoor Educatoades

Technical skills Flexible leadership skill
Safety skills Experience-based judgment
Environmental skills Problem solving skills
Organisational skills Decision-making
Instructional skills Effective communication
Facilitation skills Professional ethics.

These have since been broken into three definedjoaeshard, softandmetaskills. They are utilised
broadly to describe a person’s skills base andso8widerski (1987) categorised specific areasiwiach of
the skills set.

Hard Skills — technical, safety, environmental, physgi@l, and administrative skills.
The nature of these skills relate to the methods;gsses, procedures and techniques specific tpgms and
their activities.

SoftSkills - social, psychological and communication.
These categories relate to the facilitation, org@imnal, and instructional skills that enable espe to run
activities based upon the hard skills.

Meta Skills - judgment and creativity.
These are the skills that hold together the twweiptes skill sets. They are the skills that deahwitdgement,
effective communication, flexible leadership stydepfessional ethics, problem solving, decision-mgkand
experience-based judgment. (Goldenberg, 2001;tR¥i€ass, 1999; Swiderski, 1987)

Background to an Academic ldeology in the contexXttbe Australian Outdoor Profession
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vocational. It was not my intent to critique théseologies, but merely form a basis of understagéy which
to view the subsequent literature and research.

Research, scholarship, and the equipping of stadentife drive the academic education ideology.
Highlighting, that the progression of learning @gially as important as the outcome and is desigmedoduce
critical thinkers that seek to challenge the stgus and seek innovation are the key themes ofescizd
learning. Martin (1998) in discussing educatioridgies and outdoor education drew on researchdhated
an ideology as a set of basic beliefs or worldview.refers to them in the context of education as a
“...framework for examining beliefs and practicesoutdoor education.” (1998, p. 15) An academic idgglis
based upon the liberal progressive and socialticatiideologies (Martin, 1998), the aim of whichto provide a
negotiated learning experience where the prognessiequally as important as the outcome. An academ
ideology is recognised as being responsive to socather than industry (Mann, 2005a). This doesimply
that academic pathways do not teach skills. Ratherfocus of an academic ideology is to enabldestts to
make judgements and solve problems for the futsineedl as providing skills for today (Martin, 2009he
emphasis of an academic ideology, particularhhafteld of outdoor education, is on judgementrderpin
skills rather then the development of skills withthe theory to equip the utilisation of them. Earelr(1997)
believes the linkage of this knowledge, theory skitls is possibly the material that bridges the batween
competence in the vocational sector and the academi

Basis for an Outdoor Education Degree

Obviously there is an accepted view that the outgoofession does require a system of educatianigh
aligned with the academic ideology, otherwise weildmot have the current outdoor education degiess
exist in Australia and around the world

There are three functions that academic outdoocathn degrees potentially provide as described by
research. Firstly, the development of a foundadibknowledge that is linked with practice (Little @osgriff,
2005; Barnes 2004; Plaut 2002; Maningas & Simp26602; Mitchell & Poutiattine, 2001; Higgins & Morga
1999). The establishment of outdoor education degieto foster a greater knowledge of what théegsion
does and the ability to articulate this to prastigrs and others. Those who teach in universityessgalso aim
to produce graduates who have grounding in theyhédstory, and evolution of outdoor educatiorgiee
strong basis for future practice. Plaut (2001 )esearch based in America, proposes that theraaesd for
university based graduates because of the behéef¥e need practitioners who have the historical a
theoretical foundation to be able to articulate wwhea do, why we do it, and how our work fills a deet met by
more traditional schooling”(p. 138). Secondly, amadit degrees serve to legitimise the field throtigh
development of a body of knowledge specific to puafession and the ability to articulate our prefes to
others (Dingle, 2005; Martin, 2001a; Guthrie, 20Riggins & Morgan, 1999; Martin, 1998). It is theaalemic
field that is responsible for research and schblprs'herefore academic endeavours in the fieldutéloor
education would provide for this body of knowleddge.further legitimise our field degrees serve poepose of
providing a professional signpost for progressiun the field. As a final point academic degrees & add
value to a persons ability to practice in the fiétthut (2001) feels that the combination of a fitation of
theory, the legitimacy of a degree when viewed thepprofessions and the concept of learning uaert
within the academic ideology all adds value to espes ability to be a professional practitioner.

Conversely, there is considerable debate in bottrAlia and internationally (Maningas & Simpson,
2003; Mann, 2006; Medina, 2001; Plaut, 2001) oftibeefits that a degree gives to a person loolkongvbrk in
the outdoor education field. Garvey and Gass’s 9] 88searchHiring preferences trends in the outdoor
adventure programming fiel@onducted within America, indicates that othearelateristics such as personal
experience, professional certifications, workshapd conference attendance are considered by emgplimybe
as beneficial to potential employees as a uniwedsggree. To add to this research, Thomas anda\i¢i2003)
findings in surveying Australian employers of elvimental graduates, that while graduates wererggini
employment, it was not indicative of their degres @f other attributes such as personal motivatmtiative,



Experiential Education International conferenc2®@1 indicated that attendees believed employnmetiite
outdoor profession did not hinge upon the possessia degree. Furthermore Everard’s (1997) eartigearch
indicated that employers were implying that degreerse not sufficient to establish competence irfigdd, that
other factors are required before gaining employmen

Perceptions of the Content of an Outdoor Educatibegree
Research established that an outdoor educatioeeegquires an inclusive blend of theory and pratti
time, with sufficient time to ensure the developingiijudgement to utilise the theory and skills (Bes, 2004;
Little & Cosgriff, 2005; Sugerman, 1998). In estabing these requirements for a degree, therecane s
recognised limitations to the current crop of degrthat exist within America, The United Kingdondaew
Zealand and the existence of the tension in howesdsgare divided between theory and practices appeae a
significant issue beyond others (Barnes, 2004; Re2@03; Humberstone & Mannerings, 2004; Little &
Cosgriff, 2005; Priest & Gass, 1999; Sugerman, 1998ady (2003), in making a summation of the t@msi
between theory and practice within degree currizylieels that an outdoor education degree hasatodalfil
the rigors of the academic field and also meetiti@'s of the practical field within the professidnis the need
for this balance, which creates the tension betvileertevel of experience versus theory taught aed t
opportunity to focus too heavily on one aspecnsufficiently on either by trying to achieve too chu Dumble
(2005) does add though, that the length of timéiwithe pedagogical process of learning and expegie
associated with outdoor activities has to be aareded period to allow for the development of judgthand
decision making abilities.
Of the necessary elements taught within degreescaldchining was seen as vitally important (Batnes
2004; Guthrie, 2001; Zwaagstra, 2001; Sugermangd19his was combined with high levels of practical
experience a long with grounding in outdoor edusatheory and practice and elements of leadersiip,
management and group facilitation (Sugerman, 1998).
One vital point to come from the research aboutekgontent is that it ought only be seen as one
particular perspective on the outdoor professibittlé & Cosgriff, 2005). In Little and Cosgriff'§2005)
analysis of the University of Waikato’s Outdoor Edtion degree, they state that due to restrictiomgations,
and the reality of time, they cannot produce gréekiaapable of an immediate start as outdoor Ieatiewever,
they can provide an essential grounding in skilld theory to mark their progression into the outdqmofession.
Other limitations to degrees exist in terms of:
- Standards: considerable disparities between claremd naming across all degrees (Sugerman,
1998),

- Articulation: The lack of coherent articulationtasthe skills taught and comparable levels of
competency versus other qualifications (Guthri€12Medina, 2001)

- Financial restrictions: there is an effect on greige, resources and trip destinations (Higgins &
Morgan, 1999),

- Geographical location and philosophical orientatbthe departments that they are housed within
also impact on degree coherence (Little & Cosgeifi05; Sugerman, 1998).

Current Perceptions Held by Employers’ of Outdoodé&cation and Leadership Graduates

In his research based tre educational, practical and employability pholjoisy of outdoor education
degrees, Barnes (2004) surveyed 160 English emglogeking them what qualities they expect in aidl@or
education or outdoor leadership degree graduate?édponse was in his words “disturbing” to acadseniihe
employers’ ranking from 1-10 are detailed in Table

Table 2: The 10 most important characteristics iregun an outdoor leader in the United Kingdom
Ranking | Skill Definition

1 Outdoor activity awards/ skills

2 Personal attributes

3 Experience




5 Communication skills

6 Knowledge and understanding
7 Problem solving skills

8 Project management skills

9 Information technology skills
10 Academic awards/ skills

The element of attitude is a major theme amonggi@yars, with Thomas and Nicita (2003), Barnes
(2004), and Gassner (2002) all finding that a $igaunt factor in employment is personal attributemotivation,
enthusiasm, ambition, maturity, and commitment.s8as(2002) adds that attitude is arguably thedsgtactor
in a person’s effectiveness.

Maningas and Simpson (2003) revealed feoqualitative study of employers within the Asstioia of
Experiential Educators that all employers wantedessort of medical certification, over half desismine sort
of college degree linked with priority given to #gwith some sort of training. In addition, ultimlgtstaffing
managers prefer to hire someone with solid softssiather than specific hard skills. Garvey and$6.999)
found that personal experience and medical trainarge before degrees. Yet, there is an instance of
differentiation between England and America. In Aiceg a potential employee without a degree wasiaily
disqualified from gaining employment. This was det@ed because employers felt a degree of someipieso
identified certain skills that were not in evidenceion-degree holders; including the systemsdarring and
critigue and the ability to adapt to dynamic workvieonments.

The literature indicates employers find a benefiémploying graduates based upon graduates having
knowledge of standard practice and theoretical tstdeding of group practice, leadership and outdoor
education, which subsequently allowed them to beerflexible in decision-making (Barnes, 2004; Gighr
2001; Garvey & Gass, 1999). Conversely, employauad that employees without university formed tletioal
and practical grounding of outdoor education andi@or leadership, often struggled to pick up thelsenents
within a workplace environment (Gassner, 2002) i@nrtegative side research established that emgléyend
issues graduates based upon - high level of thadriack practical and hands on knowledge and éxipes,
arrogance amongst graduates based upon the possetaidegree, and a misplaced perception of kel of
judgment relative to their abilities (Barnes, 20Bk&yrvey & Moon, 1996).

The literature describes a tension amongst empdiat can be labelled Aieeds/ersuswWants.Barnes
(2004), Mann (2005), and Garvey and Gass (1999)d@udisparity in employers’ perceptions of gradaat
amongst employers. The disparity amounts to a@ésircertain skills based on theeeddor today, skills
necessary to run their programs, against skillstaedry that employers envisage will be requiradfie future
evolution and articulation of the profession or pumply what theyvantfor the future. Raiola and Sugerman
(1999) contribute this disparity oeedsversusvantswith a possible misconception of education congéoe
training. The application of education exists tacte the skills, knowledge and theory of when andm&ho put
into action the skills with which you have beernrteal to do. This knowledge also extends to recagnitf the
implications of those actions. The need to imprithe=articulation of degrees is found within thisus,
particularly a degrees’ content and the contextiwitvhich it is taught.

Research Methodology

Data was collected through a qualitative questiorremailed to employers in the outdoor professibn
Australia. The questionnaires central focus quastias: What are Australian employers’ perceptidisao
Trobe University Bachelor of Arts (Outdoor Educadiadegree graduates? Consequently, research sghans,
which guided the research and were specific talttia collection were:

1. As an employer, what are the important skills/iladties/ certifications/ qualifications a potentaitdoor
educator/ outdoor leader requires?



3. What are the perceptions of employers’ in regandsiversity-based education, the subsequent grasiua
and benefits of employment of these graduates?

4. How do employers’ perceive L a Trobe University Balor of Arts (Outdoor Education) graduates in sarea
of technical, environmental, teaching, and profassi skills in comparison to other employees?

5. What do employers’ perceive to be La Trobe UniwgrBachelor of Arts (Outdoor Education) graduates
strengths and deficiencies in regards to skillsibattes, and qualifications?

Participants

In seeking participants | aimed to incorporate eyeis from the four main sectors of the outdoor
profession: Outdoor Education, Outdoor Recreattaventure Therapy, and Organisational/ Management
Corporate Development (Mann, 2005a).

Three strategies were used to solicit participarie. strategies consisted of gaining support frexwppe who
attended state conferences, advertising in statedoautdoor education/ recreation journals, websitel
newsletters and through contact being made upanmation held on the La Trobe University School of
Outdoor Education and & Environment data-base a€fcum placement options. The first group of ggrtints
consisted of people who attended one of the twdetence presentations | conducted. | attended ttNan
Outdoor Education Association State ConferenceprilAf 2006 and the Outdoor Educators Associatibn
Queensland State Conference conducted in July 2806hese conferences | presented a pApstralian
Employers’ Perceptions of Latrobe University OutdBducation Graduates — An introduction to the stud
(Munge 2006). This paper detailed the purpose@tkthdy and outlines the information gathered withe
literature review.

The second group of participants consisted of eygptowho responded to one of the advertisements tha
were submitted to each state-based outdoor edacatit recreation association for display. This aeclafter
initial contact was made with the head of the dh@i®ed associations. The advertisement was disptayeither
the association’s website, through distributioméwsletters or E-newsletters to members or theirtguy
association journal. The associations that inclutiecadvertisement in either format included, thetdfian
Outdoor Education Association, the Tasmanian Out8olnication Teachers Association, Outdoors WA, the
Queensland Outdoor Recreation Federation, the ©@uteiducators Association Queensland, Recreationi&A,
Victorian Recreation Association, and the Australamping Association.

The third group of participants resulted from iavibns to contribute, sent directly to organisation
individuals, who have either sought for, or do eatly employ past graduates of the School of Outdoo
Education & Environment and whose details are balthe Schools database. This database has been
constructed over time to include organisationsuhmut Australia who have previously hosted stuslent
training as part of the course practicum or fietdexience components.

Results and Discussion

The results of the questionnaire are discusseélation to relevant topics highlighted within the
literature review. The uses of the employers owmguleage within the interpretation of the results wasntral
theme to my research. As such | have given pseumdeto the employers where | have cited their contem
relation to the data.

150 questionnaires were emailed to prospective @yept, 32 valid questionnaires were returned from
employers. Of the 32 employers involved in thiseeesh 24 had or were currently employing a Bendigo
graduate.

The employers all held positions that can be dieedrof at a level of senior responsibility withireir
organization. Table 3 depicts their employment fasi

Table 3: Employment positions of research respotsden

Occupation Categories Number of employers who
hold this position

Director 8

Head of OE/ Leading Teacher 6

Outdoor Education Coordinator 5

Principal/ Deputy Principal 4



Program/ Operations Manager

1

Unidentified

2

The organisations that these employers worked &ewpread across Australia. It ought to be ndtata
representative sample of Australia was not sou@raph 1 depicts the state in which the employerganisation

predominately operated within.

Graph 1: Australian States in which the employertganisation operates
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The distribution of programs offered by employengjanisations is detailed in Table 4. School-based
outdoor education programs were the predominargrarnos offered. Within this category all VCE outdoor
education was included along with year level outdemhucation trips and primary school trips.

Table 4: Programs offered by the employers’ orgainas

Program Offered Number of employers’
operating these
programs

School based outdoor education programs 29

School based outdoor recreation 9

Youth at risk programs 7

Holiday programs 6

Other (Duke of Edinburgh, Tourism) 6

Registered training organisation/ TAFE/ University 4

Residential camp 4

Corporate training 4

Consultant 2

The employers reported a total of 850 people wergl@yed within the 32 organisations represented.
This employment ranged from 1 through to 275 emggy Employers indicated they employed 407 fuletim
208 part time staff and 235 sessional ¢« The data presents a broad picture of the Auatradutdoor professic



the majority of the employers tending towards kefew full-time employees and also low numbersast{ime
or sessional employees. The involvement of a nurobkarge organisations inflated the employmerdlstor

all three categories. There is great benefit iseHfegures for this research. It indicates thateimployers
involved have had the opportunity to witness ars®ss a broad range of outdoor educators. This gae$o the
opportunity for these employers to formulate conse what characteristics and traits are bendfioigheir
organisation when seeking new outdoor educators.

Employment of Bendigo Outdoor Education Graduates

Twenty-one employers indicated that they curreathploy a total of 75 Bendigo graduates. They did no
specify the basis for the employment. This is poese that is important to this research, as tbeage yearly
graduate population is thirty-five, this figure repents proportionally two years of graduates gmiaximately
7.5% of the total graduate population over the p@stears. La Trobe graduated their 10@@éaduate in 2005.
This must take into account that an individual mayk for a number of organisations in a sessioapbcity
within a year. There is no way of quantifying hovamy staff work across organisations, as staff wete
identified within this study. Twenty-four emplogenad employed a total of 326 Bendigo graduatésepast
10 years. This represents 32% of the graduate ptpulof the past 20years.

The Desired Characteristics of a Potential Employee

The employers detailed a variety of essential eggdaharacteristics that form the basis for emplkaym
as outdoor educator. The responses included cleastits generic to the profession and specifith&ar own
organisation. The top 10 desired characteristigadisated by employers are displayed in Table 5.

Table 5: Employers desired characteristics in amtal outdoor educator or outdoor leader

Rank | Characteristic

1 Personal attributes

2 Previous experience and broad range of outdalis sk

3 Interpersonal and facilitation skills

4 First Aid (Wilderness first aid)

5 Skills/ Knowledge/ Qualifications in organisatsorelevant activities

6 Enthusiasm and passion for the profession

7 Instructional skills (bushwalking/ rock climbingnd roping skills/ flat water
paddling)

8 Professional attitude/ confidence/ competenaiment

9 Formal qualifications in outdoor education (degmiploma)

10 Team work

The four key areas highlighted by employers araitiet described in more detail.

Personal Attributes

In analysing the employers’ responses related soetd characteristics, a clear trend appeared.
Characteristics specific to attitude, motivatiantiative, self confidence, and flexibility amonthers, were the
most sought after by employers when reviewing frbs®mployees for outdoor educator or outdoor |esde
positions. This finding agrees with Thomas and tdi¢2003), Barnes (2004), and Gassner’s (2002aresethat
someone’s attitude is a key contributor to theipkEryment potential. Specifically that a persontgtade is
linked with their effectiveness. Employers commanrtated to this element included “We look at tvdole
person’, their flexibility in different situationgnd their ability to demonstrate initiative andatork as part of a
team” (Martin).

Experience



employment. Experience in the outdoors and a braage of skills were essentially very importanthahe
underlying point being that these experiences westerably beyond qualification/ certification stiamds. Sam
highlights the need for students to go beyond whttught within courses, "It is also important whgperience
people have, have they lead-climbed much, how nofithese things have they done outside their c@lrse

Qualifications

As for a key overall qualification, First Aid, amdore specifically Wilderness First Aid, was indedias
a highly desirable qualification for potential emyptes to possess.

Employers indicated that a potential employee othtave skills, knowledge and qualifications ie th
organisations relevant activities. This indicategpyers’ individual requirements and the needpioiential
employees to focus on specific organisations reguents and contextual issues that surround thelonoking at
the qualifications relevant to the organisationpkayers sought three key areas. Firstly, the nedtave
certifiable evidence of competency, Secondly, dugalions that match those required in the prograna,
thirdly, employers are looking for someone thatédhaspabilities that go beyond that of the skiltguieed for an
activity.

On a scale of desired qualifications, formal quedifions in outdoor education, specifically a degre
ranked higher then that of a VET certificate and w@en as advantageous to the employment prospects.
Employers indicated that the theory and underpippinilosophy behind the skills acquired was of ienea
potential employee.

Specific Activity Skills

The key activity skills that underpin many emplayerganisations activities, bushwalking, rock
climbing, canoeing and flat-water activities, wéte most sought after by employers. On top ofdh®tential
employees’ proven ability to conduct and facilititese activities was seen by employers as higieficial to
their employment. The ability to incorporate thek#ls into a professional approach was noted gmntant but
with recognition that many employees were startiagin the profession, and this attribute needee tio
develop.

As a final point upon all employers desired charastics, the need for passion and enthusiasnhéor t
outdoors and the profession was regularly commeuped by the majority of employers.

What are employers’ perceptions of university-edtezh outdoor educators?

Employers’ perceptions were sought as to what cheriatics a university-trained outdoor educataghdu
to posses. The employers’ thought that graduates érutdoor education degrees ought to have a rainglalls
and attributes. They regarded four areas as negessa

Specialist knowledge
Employers indicated that graduates ought to hageialjist knowledge of their chosen area, combined
with the required qualifications, which allows thémnpractice in the field. A second aspect to ihihat
graduates ought to have developed the judgmenittoverstate their own capabilities in light of {hessession
of a degree.

Personal attributes
Attitude, enthusiasm and passion, flexibility, antérpersonal skills, among others, are all exgkofegraduates
of outdoor education degrees. These skills neée tinked and blended with those of the technikllss

The ability to understand the theory and philosophgutdoor education,
The personal attributes mentioned by employers tebéd linked with an understanding of the theory
and philosophy that underpins outdoor educatioms Khowledge allows graduates to structure progriduais
incornorate outdoor education theorv. Further t® cinaduates out to have the capacitv to articulate



Professional considerations
Employers have an expectation that graduates frupersity outdoor education degrees ought to have a
significant blend of judgment and professional d¢algges, which go beyond that of merely operatamgactivity.

Employers’ perceptions on the employment of outdediucation graduates

Employers were asked to provide their perceptiong/loether there was a benefit to employing outdoor
educators from university outdoor education degreesployers indicated 4 key areas of benefit when
employing outdoor education graduates. These stexllwith a comments made by employers:
Understanding of philosophy of outdoor education,
“They [graduates] do on the whole make good grtegulers (generalist staff) as they have a
deeper understanding of the philosophy behind wlyake students out. If they have a university
degree and specific outdoor activity qualificatiotieat will make them very sought after”
(Catherine).

Broader range of attributes,

“TAFE students are starting to be better thoughaémd can be good employees as
assistant leaders or in the provision of activipedfic programs. However, they
generally do not have the background, experiencgsayn to lead groups, facilitate
experiences, develop review and modify progranassdi with clients in identifying
goals and then drafting programs to suit i.e. TAfHElents are better at ground level
or the chalk face while university trained studeate better outdoor educators”
(Narelle).

Passion for and commitment to the field
“I believe that university graduates are much morended in their passion and experience. As
opposed to many, | feel that 3-4 years of an outddacation course provides much more
practical and varied experience, as opposed totiicate 4, where it is crammed into one block”

(Kelly).

Ability to structure and facilitate experiences fbe engagement of students.
“One of the benefits of having instructors univgrsiained is that they may have a better undedétgnof the
psychology behind education in the outdoors, ardeflore structure activities to have maximum impact
on/engagement of students.” (Rebecca)

Some employers found no additional benefit to elyiplpoutdoor education graduates, citing issuel wit
curriculum structure, ideological influence of thetitution and a degree of arrogance amongst éegyaduates.
The arrogance of graduates because of their degieein the workplace provides a point that oughte
reconciled amongst graduates. This is particularlight of the knowledge taught within a degred®&
accepting of a variety of different systems of kienge.

How do employers’ perceive Bendigo outdoor educatipaduates?

In an attempt to gain a more descriptive understanaolf the specific skills and knowledge of Bendigo
graduates, | moved away from the standard expmessifhard, softandmetaskills (Priest & Gass 2005) and
proposedechnical, teaching, environmentahdprofessionakkills. A description of each is outlined:

Technical:Knowledge and skill in outdoor activities

Environmental:Knowledge and capacity to implement environmesiiadlies and practices

Teaching:Knowledge and capacity to undertake facilitatiorganisation, and instructional skills

Professional Knowledge and capacity to incorporate judgemehicg, risk management, and the

integration of the Technical, Environmental, Teaghand Personal skills



| have chosen to utilise theses themes for anadgsideel they encompass the areas taught withacademic
degree more readily, particularly the Bendigo degvéh its strong focus upon environmental undeditag and
the concept of outdoor education rather then outdegyeation activities.

Employers were asked to indicate how they ratediBengraduates skills in these four areas compiared
that of other employees. The employers involvethis research who had employed Bendigo graduated ra
their environmental skills ‘Excellent’, teachingilt‘Above average’, technical skills ‘Average above
average’, and their professional skills ‘Averaggiese summations came from the employers’ respaoske
guestionnaire.

Environmental Skills

As a key feature of the Bendigo program, environtaleskills stood out as particularly strong amongst
graduates. Eighty-two percent of employers whodragloyed Bendigo graduates rated their environnhenta
skills as above average to excellent. Employersngents followed a similar trend, ‘Superior as tisigiifocus of
the La Trobe course and graduates tend to reakskrtportance of this element in a program” (Chret “A
real strength of the Bendigo Program!” (Megan), &ty are well qualified in environmental educatand
often passionate about it” (Sam). The ability tiefpret, be proactive, and passionate about envieoital
education were the core themes behind most emglog=ponses.

Teaching Skills

Employers developed two themes in response to Berghiaduates teaching skills. The higher percentage
of employers stated that Bendigo graduates haceikxd’ teaching skills in comparison to otherseTecond
highest response was that Bendigo graduates tepskilis were ‘average’ in comparison to otherse Th
comments related to the ‘excellent’ response waset upon the theme of the ideological backgrodind o
education, “Because Bendigo is a university rathan a TAFE course their skills are higher, butampare
them with say graduates from Monash or Ballaraguld not see a difference” (Sam). Christine anddCfallow
similar lines, “Quite obvious they have been trdias teachers. Much greater development than remhigtes”
(Carlo) and “the soft skills tend to be a lot bettgaduates process the experience much bettaristihie).

The comments related to the ‘average’ response baged upon the themes of experience and individual
fluctuations in skill. “Organisational skills vavyidely between individuals most commonly, irrespexbf their
training institution. Facilitation seems more thagbly taught at university but experience is thg’Kalick).

Technical Skills

Bendigo graduates technical skills were on the wltohsidered above average but employers did note
four areas of concern within their technical skills

Fluctuation between individuals

Depth of experience

The need to formally assess

Over confident in their skills

Professional Skills

Based on those responses, employers felt that Bemgaduates were average in their ability to
incorporate the skills in a professional mannerokey areas were established by employers for gtaduo be
aware of, the need for experience so professidiléd san develop, and issues related to judgment i
comparison to ability.

What are the specific strengths and weaknesses iagards to skills, attributes, and
gualifications of Bendigo graduates?

Employers involved in this research were askedeszdbe the strengths and weaknesses in the Bendigo
araduates who had or do curre work for them These strenaths and weaknessesdodaunon the fotr



In light of the responses to the Bendigo graduskékareas, eighty one percent of employers pgecki
that Bendigo graduates had a discernable strefpg#se strengths account for three of the skillareschnical,
environmental, and teaching skills.

Employers felt that the degree and its subsequmetftame allowed for the development of a fourmtati
of skills. Employers also emphasised two areasiwBendigo graduates teaching capacity as strengtiose
two areas were educational and environmental etimesputdoor education theory and knowledge. ims$eof
environmental skills employers’ were not specifict@a particular facets of Bendigo graduates enviremtal
knowledge, but more notably their general undeditanand enthusiasm for the environmental aspddteo
programs. Two other areas stood out amongst enmgifag@mments of Bendigo graduates strengths: Passio
the profession and experience in dealing with gsoup

Participant responses to Bendigo graduates weakmessulted in sixty percent stating that Bendigo
graduates had a weakness of some description. @heareas that were identified as weakness witleimd&yo
graduates include:

- Graduates’ unreal expectations of their positiothinithe outdoor profession,
A degree of arrogance in relation to their skilsl ability
Bendigo graduates lacked the accreditation of dtlagring pathways
A perceived lack of experience in the field.

In placing the strengths and weaknesses into petrgpeone participant made the point of recogmsin
the limitations to what a university degree careoffraduates,

“Bendigo offers what it does, it is not going tt &ll the roles for a leader, instructor, or guidfe

its students wish to get good jobs in the fieldntiieey need to, in there own time, extend their

personal hard skills and qualifications” (Cathe)ine

This last comment resonates with the findings ifild.and Cosgriff's (2005) research in New
Zealand. Their findings indicated that a degreddoot be expected to produce graduates for imnedia
start as outdoor leaders, but that it can provigeessential grounding in skills and theory to nthedr
progression into the profession.

To draw into perspective the perceptions of Augtraémployers in regards to overall potential
employees and particularly Bendigo graduates siaesion will discuss some of the key connectioas ¢an be
made between the literature review and the findings

The hiring preferences of Australian employers wliadncur in many instances with those studieden th
United Kingdom and America (Barnes 2004, Maningas Simpson 2002, Plaut 2002 and Garvey & Gass
1999). Technical capabilities, experience, medi@ahing, and most importantly personal attribuiese all
factors important to employment. Degrees were @tifisidered as important and a useful system ioiirigafor
potential practitioners. Many employers would agséé the findings of Garvey and Gass (1999) thbéaefit
of employing outdoor education graduates was thegper understanding of the methods, philosophd/tteeory
related to education. The benefits of a degreegaoallowed for a blend of experience and theohychv
employers highlighted as a bonus in employments Was of course tempered with a similar findinghiat of
Medina (2001) and Plaut (2001), in that hiring prehces show that academic degrees are desiregivaena
strong basis for employment but it must be in coafion with other considerable factors. In Ausadhese
factors include personal attributes and outdooeggpce beyond that of a degree.

Negative elements of employing graduates were simgty similar between Barnes’ (2004) study of
employers in the United Kingdom and of Bendigo gietds. An area of major concern for Australian eygis
and those in the UK was that graduates had untieadigpectations of their role and level of sertiowithin the
profession. Other elements related to judgmentexipérience can also be linked with employers it lstddies
stating that graduates need to spend time asa#sggbup leaders to establish their practical Kedge beyond
the theory.



fulfil day to day operations exist and are indichite the initial characteristics desired in potahémployees.
Highlighting the aspects ofantsby employers, analysis of the response to thisarebandicates a desire for the
theoretical underpinnings of a degree and thetgldisee the big picture of outdoor educationkkshwith this

is the main desire for people with personal attesuhat are both difficult to quantify and assasan interview
process.

In Australia it appears that there also existsiandherence in the articulation of skills held bgduates
and the benefit of degrees. The instigation ofRlefessional Activity Statements by the VOEA (Dmg006)
(Appendix 1) will help diminish this, but it willemain for a period, while the employers and profesd bodies
develop a coherent language of articulation betwkemlifferent competency levels of degrees andvwaal
certificates. The differentiation of training andueation possibly adds to this misinterpretatiomwbét a degree
ought to provide as described by Raiola and Suge(i@99). Raiola and Sugerman highlight that edonas
the understanding and judgment of when, how andeveeput into practice skills learnt through tiam

Of particular importance to Bendigo graduates aeeelements of experience and particularly expeeien
related to judgment. This appears to be an areaeobded to the poor articulation of the experierai@ed within
a degree. Little and Cosgriff's (2005) commentd thdegree course can only attribute to the devedop of a
graduate to a certain level, ought to be held f@remce to the development of judgment. This lwkh a key
factor, which underlines many of the comments nademployers within Australia and links with bottet
academic ideology and research from America, tittgree is only one perspective on the professi@annot
be the be all and end all for the outdoor professigraduates and employers ought to recogniseythdtiates
require more personal development before movinthepadder within the profession. Professional tguaent
was an element that employers made little or nongent upon other then to say that they may havenduct it
initially to bring people up to a certain standard.

Conclusions & Recommendations

In the process of drawing conclusions to this nesed have repeatedly gone back to the initialsgjoas
and sought clarity as to the intent and purpogaisfstudy. | have found that through the procégmthering
and analysing the data, | have established morejtist employers’ perceptions of Bendigo gradudiasalso a
general basis for employment of outdoor educatodsl@aders.

Characteristics of an Outdoor Educator or Leader

It is my conclusion that employers within this stigtek potential employees that fit the requirement
their program but more specifically have the cayaoi get along with people, be self motivated goirng and
show initiative.

In terms of specific skills, employers involvedtiis study mirror those in other countries by espieg a
desire for medical certification and as such, piaéemployees should look to have this as ondeirt
competencies when seeking work. Other skills thanhfthe basis of a vast majority of outdoor edusati
programs in Australia; bushwalking, rock climbiragd flat water canoeing are also strong staplésie in
one’s repertoire when seeking employment.

It is important for potential employees in the addprofession to gain experience beyond that wbathrses,
academic or vocational, offer. Based upon the figgliin this study, broad experience in outdoowdids is an
integral component of proving to potential emplayamwillingness to go beyond ones own comfort lewvel
seek out new challenges.

Potential employees when seeking work ought to tstaed the organisation’s operations and attemgéaio
experience in those activities to improve theirrdes of employment. Alternatively, they ought toAking to
act as an assistant for a period to learn the sacgskills required to operate within those pragsaThis
element cannot be overstated. The recognition elsamwn abilities and skills and where that posisiggou
within the outdoor profession is vitally important.

Finally, potential employees should not hinge ladlit hopes upon one certificate or qualificatiohe&bility to
be open to a variety of experiences and opporasdught to be sought, so as to develop a suftigieroad

hland Anf bnaw/ladaa anA clhille that amnloaviare havyyomslmcicad ae imnartant | inkad withe iec tha naraccityvy -



employees this ought to be seen as an opportunggé a different way of doing things and they oungh try to
hold one style of outdoor education as a standardlf others.

Perceptions of University Graduates

It is a conclusion of this study, based upon thdifigs, that a university degree is beneficialdary
ability to gain employment within the outdoor pregeon in Australia. It is important to recogniseugh that a
degree appears to form a background competenctharfdctors of personal attributes and personatmesipce
in a broad range of activities formulate the katecia for employment.

Graduates of outdoor education degrees on a wheleiewed as a benefit to an organisation through
their employment. Although, it ought to be recogdi®y employers that graduates of outdoor educdtgnees
bring with them one system of knowledge and skélsvant to the outdoor profession. The skills gedds bring
to the workplace are at a level commensurate wittogessional entering the field for the first tigéeit with 3
— 4 years of theoretical study to provide a backgdoto these skills. In light off this, they canhet seen as a
complete package of skills and knowledge for thieloor profession.

Perceptions of Bendigo Outdoor Education Graduates

Bendigo graduates have been employed across Aastralll areas of the outdoor profession, with
overall satisfaction with graduates rated as higloragst employers. The conclusions and recommenmsakio
draw in relation to graduates are based upon tiagnigs of this research and subsequently are duolectpast,
current and future graduates and to the Schooubd@r Education and Environment. The conclusioms a
recommendations are based on five areas:

The maintenance of a high standard of education anttaining

Overall, Bendigo graduates were viewed as skilletlkamowledgeable employees in the field. In the
current climate it is difficult to say, as the Leobe publication asserts, that Bendigo graduatestith maintain
the title of the best outdoor education graduatesustralia, as perceptions have not been sougbthefr
graduates. What can be said though, is that gradliiave strong skills in certain areas, particyl@dching and
environmental skills and knowledge, in comparismother employees.
It is important then that the School of Outdoor Eation and Environment continues to develop thksls s
within their graduates, that they do not follow tteairse of other universities in the United Kingdbynchasing
short-term benefits (Barnes 2004). Barnes repantdide United Kingdom that many courses were
supplementing theoretical studies of outdoor edocatith practical studies more attuned to vocation
activities. This was done to satisfy short termdseaf employers rather then the long-term benefithe
profession. | feel, based upon the literature uswt@ing the benefits of theoretical knowledge itdoor
education and the employers’ comments within tesearch, that the continual education of graduatestdoor
education theory is vitally important to the prafies. The issue of not falling to the pressurehmirsterm needs
of the profession but looking to the long term vgaoit the profession and the employers, is paramiouttie
continual growth of the profession. Many of the stierm requirements can and ought to be learrthenob,
under the instruction of employers or mentors.

The development of knowledge related to the outgoofession in Australia and its organisations
It is important for Bendigo graduates to have aldey understanding of the organisations withinoineoor
profession including schools, recreational campd,small and large outdoor education program pergiand
how they operate in terms of organisational stmest@and management. | recommend the School of Gutdo
Education and Environment include a subject focugezh professional development and operational
procedures. The inclusion of a subject along thiass will allow graduates to develop the necessary
understanding of the constraints and implicatitras brganisations operate within, which often detahe
programs that they operate. This is not meant tolb@ving the British trend of business-based soty that
deal with the day-to-day operations of an orgarsatnd thus forgo the elements of theory that Ba2004)
refers to. The concept of this professional devalept subject could be focused upon building conoestwith



which will essentially allow them to understand tbgues of theory versus practice that occursnimeso
organisation when they first start in the professio

Specific qualifications
In drawing conclusions specific to qualificatiohgeel that there are two keys themes. Firstlyre¢he a
need for graduates to go beyond what is taughtimitie course and seek other certification. Thisossolely to
appease employers seeking quantifiable competartificates, but to recognise that there are otvegrs of
doing activities beyond that which the La Troberéegoffers. By doing this, they can form a broguspective
of the roles and activities undertaken in outdaogpams throughout Australia.

Secondly, it is apparent that the articulation bktva Bachelor of Arts (Outdoor Education) degiea a
gualification enables a person to do is requiretisort by employers. It is important for the outdpoofession
to recognise that the Bachelor of Arts (Outdoor &diwn) degree is not solely designed to providpleyment
in the outdoor profession, but that many of thenglets of this degree are extremely beneficial éopitofession.
The instigation of the Professional Activity Statamts for undergraduate degrees by the VictoriamQuort
Education Association (Dingle 2006) should be addmir alternatively the School of Outdoor Educaaod
Environment construct a similar document. The daninshould articulate the sequencing of skill learn
context of theory taught. | do acknowledged thahs@ourses of study within the degree do offeneeing
letter for students of those subjects outlinindlskearnt, and relevant equivalencies to commubéged
certificates. It is my belief that this is some wheecemeal and does not allow for all graduatespiaropriately
articulate their course of study. The possessidhisfdocument along with logbooks and other dediés would
enable graduates to provide a clearer pictureeokills and knowledge they possess and the cootextich
these skills were learned. This format for artitiolawould hopefully satisfy many employers andvide
clarity when seeking to employ new staff from trecBelor of Arts (Outdoor Education) degree.

Building graduates recognition of their initial postions within the profession,

Graduates have two key issues that mirror thosed@u degree graduates from America and the United
Kingdom. Judgment and arrogance appear to be thedmaplaints of graduates by employers within gtigly.
The development of judgment is emphasised duriegtiurse; yet, it is important that graduates wtead that
this judgment has been developed within a partiazdatext and is not always transferable to otlheasor
programs. It is recommended that graduates seek@lgdn any new position or environment as an olegeor
assistant group leader, particularly when recaytéyluated. This leads to a discussion of the iskaerogance
highlighted by many employers. While it would beowg to say that each and everyone of the gradirates
Bendigo have this element within them, it is impaottl feel that graduates move into the professitin the
knowledge that they are at the first stages of tihevelopment as an outdoor professional. The kedgd and
skills learnt during the Bachelor of Arts (Outddgatucation) degree is an introduction to the professand
ought not be seen as an end but a starting poimgwoknowledge. As such, a degree of humility iroability is
recommended as a starting point when undertakmgnaposition with an organisation.

In highlighting these issues, it is equally impattéor employers to recognise that the possesdion o
Bachelor of Arts (Outdoor Education) degree hasiireq considerable dedication and work to achisimilar
to that of any teaching, accountancy, pharmacyeasing degree. As such, while accepting that a graduate
may not know important knowledge relevant to tipeaggram, they do bring with them a system of leagrand
enquiry that has benefits beyond that of the ghititrun an activity.

The necessity for personal experience beyond thatfered within the Bachelor of Arts (Outdoor
Education) degree
Employers regularly emphasised the need for pelrsxperience and a broad range of skills in the

outdoors. Barnes (2004) noted that personal expegie/as seen to be diminishing amongst graduates as
financial restriction increased during their perafdstudy. While financial restrictions are a burde most
people who seek the pursuit of outdoor experierntesimportant for graduates that they seek tdantake
experiences outside of the course and under thgirioitiative to emphasise their interest and detrbe in the
outdoors. Those times when undertaking persong &re often the time when judgment and decisickinga
can often be developed, as the safety net of 8t&ution is not there to provide assistance. Tifeiokey point



Summary

In summary it is important to recognise, that omptetion of the Bachelor of Arts (Outdoor Educajion
degree, a graduate is passing into a second phage@ation and not reaching a final point in thef@ssion.
With this in mind, Bendigo graduates have been shimhave strengths, particularly their environnaéahd
teaching skills and knowledge, but should take hadd@be issues surrounding their judgment and etesnef
arrogance and act accordingly. Furthermore, greduaight to be supported by the universities, wawe ta
responsibility to ensure the skills and attributest are developed by the course are transpardrdlaa to be
articulated to the wider profession.
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