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G O O D  I D E A S

A few years ago, an interesting 
debate on the employment of 
students in university IT depart-

ments appeared in this journal. In his 
article, John Mrazek spelled out the 
risks involved when tech departments 
addicted to using student workers 
treat students as a cheap alternative to 
permanent staff: reduced quality and 
reliability of services, and a threat to 
the reputation of service units.1 Jason 
Brown, for his part, acknowledged the 
vital role students play in IT depart-
ments and pointed out some related 
problems.2 He highlighted the need for 
thoughtful training programs and care-
ful deployment of students. We want 
to enter this discussion, specifically by 
extending the idea of student employ-
ment in service units to a service learn-
ing approach.

We introduce our argument with two 
vignettes of student workers.

Paul: PC Lab Tutor
Computer labs for seminars and work-

shops occupy the basement of the main 
building at the University of St. Gallen. 
The labs are also frequented by students 
looking for a quiet place to work.

Paul sits at a desk in the anteroom. He 
has been working as a student assistant in 
the IT department for about a year as one 
of 12 tutors who support their fellow stu-
dents with IT issues (for example, corrupted 
text documents, troublesome hard disks, 
driver issues relating to printing, or wire-
less access), either in person or by e-mail. 
Always interested in IT, he found it easy to 
learn university-specific IT issues. His main 
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resource is a well-organized database. If he 
encounters a question he can’t answer, one 
of the other IT tutors typically responds 
quickly. He has learned a lot by experiment-
ing and through informal exchanges with 
his fellow tutors and IT support staff.

Paul likes this job, and he intends to keep 
it until he has finished his master’s degree. 
It would be difficult to find a comparable 
job with such flexible scheduling.

Simone: StudyNet Consultant
Simone is on her way to a professor’s 

office for a consultation. Before entering 
the Institute of Tourism and Services, she 
takes a seat and gets out a folder with 
guidelines for the upcoming meeting and 
recommendations based on her previous 
analysis. Simone is participating in a con-
sulting program that supports faculty in 
upgrading course representations on the 
university’s learning management system, 
StudyNet, and in better exploiting the LMS 
for technology-enhanced learning.

Simone’s preparation included a job 
interview, a training workshop, systematic 
analysis of course representations based on 
a guideline, formulation of observations 
and first ideas, and a coaching meeting 
with a mentor from the service unit running 
the program.

Simone hopes the professor assigned to 
her will be open to and appreciative of her 
ideas. She does not really expect he will be 
willing to discuss major changes in the way 
he interacts with his students. In her opin-
ion, the adoption of an improved course wel-
come page, a more clearly structured course 
representation, and perhaps the piloting of 
a short online self-test component in the 

middle of the semester would make her 
mission a success.

Student Employment and 
Service Learning

Most universities follow the tradi-
tional economic rationale for involving 
student workers in IT support. Service 
learning also follows a traditional pat-
tern at most institutions, usually through 
assignments for local (nonprofit) organi-
zations and institutions. We illustrate a 
new option for service learning involv-
ing student workers through a project 
currently implemented at the University 
of St. Gallen.

Economics of Employing 
Students

Student employment in the univer-
sity typically falls into one of two cat-
egories: working as teaching or research 
assistants, and working within service 
units such as libraries or IT departments. 
Such employment may be considered 
from perspectives related to economics 
or to student involvement and success 
in academic programs.

With regard to economics, relevant 
issues have already been pointed out.3 
Student employment in support units, 
for example, provides benefits to stu-
dents through
■	 employment on campus with mini-

mal overhead in terms of commuting, 
and

■	 employment possibly related to each 
student’s field of study and profes-
sional development, which helps 
students apply theoretical knowledge 
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to practical problems and might also 
open up opportunities for employ-
ment after degree attainment.
Student employment provides ben-

efits to service departments and the 
university through
■	 cheap, flexible labor on short-term 

contracts, and
■	firsthand experience with a pool of 

potential candidates for permanent 
positions.
Economics are increasingly impor-

tant to universities, but so is student 
success. Low drop-out rates and high 
academic achievement are important 
factors for student recruitment and for 
the university’s position in the mar-
ket. Astin4 pointed out that part-time 
student employment on campus is 
an important factor in involving and 
retaining students. Students relying on 
the institution not only as a source of 
education but also as a source of income 
are likely to develop a greater sense of 
attachment. Whether or not this trans-
lates into higher academic achievement 
is not clear, though.5 We assume this 
depends largely on the hours per week 
worked and the proximity of work-
related tasks and problems to the stu-
dent’s field of study.

Service Learning Benefits
While working as a teaching or research 

assistant potentially provides valuable 
learning experiences closely related to a 
student’s field of professional develop-
ment, the number of positions available 
is typically restricted—most students 
do not have access to such jobs. One 
promising route to providing practical 
experience related to a student’s field 
of study is service learning.6 Defined as 
“an academically rigorous and integrated 
real-world course project where students 
produce tangible, professional results for 
use,” service learning provides benefits 
for the different stakeholders involved.7 
Typically, it encompasses consulting 
projects for a variety of clients, rang-
ing from communities to civic bodies or 
industry partners.

For students, the benefits of service 
learning include:
■	Experience in the role of consultant, 

particularly with regard to one’s own 

communication and interpersonal 
competencies

■	Deepened understanding of organi-
zational realities

■	Deepened understanding of human 
behavior in noneducational (occupa-
tional) settings
For the university, the benefits of ser-

vice learning are:
■	Highly valuable learning experiences 

for students
■	Positive marketing of the university

Finally, for the clients and recipients 
of the services offered, the main ben-
efit is:
■	 Inexpensive service complying with 

basic professional standards (enforced 
by instructors)
Students value the learning resulting 

from service-learning projects much 
more than learning deriving from tra-
ditional in-class course work.8 A service-
learning approach is not a guarantee of 
success, however. Petkus9 stressed that 
learning environments are most effec-
tive when they allow for practical expe-
rience along with reflective observation, 
abstract conceptualization, and active 
experimenting.

Service Learning in Support Units
Service learning typically takes place 

outside the university. We argue that a 
service-learning approach can also work 
well in support units within the uni-
versity. Consider an example from our 
own university.

The University of St. Gallen drastically 
changed its curricular structure and 
conception of teaching and learning 
in 2001, implementing the two-tiered 
bachelor’s/master’s system according to 
the Bologna Declaration, a pan-Euro-
pean reform project in higher education. 
In addition to structural reform, the idea 
of self-directed learning supported by 
educational media was promoted.10

In fall 2006, the University of St. Gal-
len initiated a round of initiatives tack-
ling existing and known deficiencies 
in the implementation of self-directed 
learning.11 As a first measure, the univer-
sity launched a student competition on 
active learning with educational media. 
The competition’s two major goals were 
to engage students and faculty in more 

discussion about self-directed learning, 
and to tap the creative potential of stu-
dents for further improvements.

A core element of the competition 
was the announcement that the best 
proposal would be implemented—in the 
spirit of a service-learning project—by 
the students who submitted it. The 18 
proposals submitted by student teams 
represented a wide range of approaches 
to the improvement of technology-sup-
ported, self-directed learning. They also 
demonstrated that the competition suc-
cessfully engaged a sizeable part of the 
student body in actively thinking about 
self-directed learning.12

In what ways can the realization of 
the winning project proposal be con-
sidered a service-learning project? The 
following aspects are relevant:
■	Contract: A contract was signed with 

the students covering time commit-
ment, obligations in the course of the 
project, and pay.

■	Role of students: Students took the 
lead throughout the project and 
defined their own roles to the extent 
that they were able and willing to 
do so. They chose to be involved 
in project management, conceptual 
development, and implementation. 
Other tasks, such as internal market-
ing and evaluation of the outcomes, 
were “assigned” to permanent staff 
members on the project team.

■	Reflection: Students were provided 
with literature on key aspects of the 
project (for example, management of 
IT projects in a university context). 
In addition, project sessions devoted 
entirely to review of and reflection on 
their work experience were scheduled, 
and students kept a journal.
In one journal, a student raised an 

interesting point: she perceived the pro-
cess of precisely defining all aspects of 
the project in an elaborate IT concept 
as inefficient. Other team members felt 
similarly about the process and won-
dered about the students’ limited will-
ingness to launch into the specification 
needed. The discussion of these percep-
tions during a review session helped 
everyone gain a better understanding 
of what would make a solid working 
process in a student-driven IT project 
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and facilitated the work climate within 
the team.

The competition and the service-
learning project had a clear payoff for 
our support unit in a variety of ways. 
While the students’ ideas were not 
always cutting-edge or practical, the 
competition helped us better under-
stand student needs with regard to 
self-directed studies. What’s more, 
our service team was temporarily aug-
mented by two students contributing 
to the realization of their idea. The 
student workers not only benefited 
from a flexible job at the university, 
they also gained a deeper understand-
ing of the complexity of managing 
an IT project. They systematically 
acquired relevant skills and learned 
from the reflective discussions held 
as the project proceeded. Finally, the 
project contributed to more holistic 
education, strengthened the close con-
nection between students and our sup-
port unit, and helped better align the 
university’s educational vision with 
the day-to-day practice of teaching.

The involvement of student work-
ers in educational technology support 
through service-learning projects can 
be regarded as organizational develop-
ment13 in two respects: on the one hand, 
further development of technology-sup-
ported, self-directed learning is closely 
related to a university’s mission (to edu-
cate); on the other hand, innovation in 
this area can be pursued as an exercise 
in organizational development. In our 
case, we employed a competition with a 
public final event and a service-learning 
approach to student employment.

Driven by an Educational 
Mission

Consider again Simone and Paul’s 
work. No doubt their jobs are enrich-
ing and stimulating. We would argue, 
however, that a more conscious process 
of reflection on their activity could help 
them boost their educational experi-
ence. Would it not be a good idea to:
■	More systematically disseminate 

knowledge and reflect consulting 
practice among PC tutors through 
regular meetings with a specialist 
from IT services?

■	Explore opportunities to engage PC 
tutors in project work related to their 
services, for example, creating guide-
lines on IT issues or setting up Web 
pages on IT services?

■	More systematically coach students 
(in the case of Simone and the con-
sulting program, for example) and 
evaluate their consulting approach on 
the basis of theoretical knowledge rel-
evant to their management studies?

■	Go even further by organizing an in-
house consulting program as part of 
a course on educational technology 
or consulting?
We admit that a range of factors can 

be invoked as to why this would not 
work: it does not fit well with faculty 
and support staff’s existing responsi-
bilities and job descriptions. It would 
be very time-consuming (and therefore 
impossible to manage) for busy support 
units and for faculty alike. And students’ 
readiness to take up this additional chal-
lenge might be limited. Still, we argue 
that it would be in the interest of the 
university as an educational institu-
tion that students and support units go 
beyond the execution of clearly defined 
tasks and start exploring ways to inte-
grate tangible business outcomes with 
valuable learning experiences.

For students, the key benefits are 
increasing their expertise in their fields 
of study, experiencing the linkage 
between their studies and professional 
life, gaining experience in the role of 
a consultant or service engineer, and 
encountering (sometimes messy) organi-
zational realities. For the university, the 

benefits include flexible employment of 
cheap labor, increased retention of stu-
dents, services developed and provided 
in the course of service-learning proj-
ects, and the ability to provide valuable 
learning experiences usually unavailable 
through class work. For support units, 
often sitting on the sidelines of the core 
business of educational institutions, the 
main benefit might be better integration 
into these processes by way of more 
intensified exchange with faculty and 
students.

Clearly, obtaining these advantages 
is not easy. An important prerequisite 
is to think in terms of didactic and per-
sonnel-development categories when 
it comes to student workers. Usually 
neither service units nor faculty are 
prepared for this. They need support 
to assist students in reflecting on job 
experiences. They need support in 
relating these job experiences to ongo-
ing discussions or established bodies 
of knowledge in academic fields. The 
cooperation required from service units 
and faculty to bring this off needs to be 
fostered—a challenging change project 
in its own right.

This vision of enhanced student 
involvement through service learn-
ing within the university guides us as 
support workers trained in education. 
It is our conviction that this change 
will, through the provision of valuable 
service-learning experiences, benefit 
students, service units, and the uni-
versity equally. To accomplish such 
change, however, requires developing 
the appropriate capacities—in service 
units, faculty, and the university as a 
whole. This in itself is a challenging, 
long-term organizational initiative. e
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