IT Work Experience Provides Valuable Insights for Students and UBC Itself

By Brian Lamb, Office of Learning Technology

Students who work in IT jobs with UBC's various e-Learning units gain valuable work experience and they also provide invaluable expertise to the university. Their technical skills are on the cutting edge, and they continually make key contributions to the IT tools and procedures of the campus.  They offer an important perspective on how e-Learning is perceived by a critical user group – students - and provide insight into how technology use among young people is evolving.

Three of these students, Alison Wong, Michelle Chua and Katherine Irvine, are each studying Computer Science and have spent their summer working minor miracles with UBC’s Office of Learning Technology (OLT).  “These students contribute directly to the success of community and courses,” says OLT Director Michelle Lamberson. “For me, I think it’s just wonderful to have them in the office.  You could feel the positive energy surge in the office when they started working here!” In addition to developing new skills and hands-on work experience, each of them has gained new perspectives on the role of technology in higher education and the career possibilities that lie ahead of them. 

“As a student, I used to complain a lot about different tools that we were using.  Since I wasn't able to see all the effort, I think I took it for granted,” said Alison Wong, who has just finished her degree.  During her time with OLT she has worked with a range of ePortfolio systems, and with the open-source content management system Plone.  "But after working with OLT, I see the hard work and process that are involved in the backend.” 

Michelle Chua, who is doing a double-major of CS and English, has worked on a range of “social software” applications such as weblogs and wikis.  She has been working closely with users so that these emergent tools can reach their potential in educational contexts. Chua echoes the notion that students typically do not have much insight into the tools and procedures employed at the University. 

“It all seemed the same to me - why did it matter whether the course material was on WebCT or on a faculty website?" she said.  "But now I understand and recognize -- though I sometimes am frustrated -- that there are many reasons, both technological and not, for experimenting with new and specialized tools that may better suit our users.”

Seeing first hand how their work in developing learning technology relates to real human beings was another bonus.  “I definitely like being closer to the end user and being able to talk to them," said Chua. "So I will probably look for a position that allows me to do this.”  

The work experience has influenced career plans for another student, Katherine Irvine, as well.  Irvine, who is starting her third year, has also worked with Plone and is developing the soon-to-be launched website for UBC’s Centre for Teaching and Academic Growth. (TAG) At the same time, she has documented the processes required for accessibility requirements to be met – ensuring that the site is compliant with a wide range of technologies (browsers, dial-up connections, PDAs and cell phones) as well as accommodating users with physical disabilities. 
“I'll still take all the ‘real’ programming courses at school, and I'll still follow all the robotics and AI developments with avid interest," she said. "But at least I realize now that I can do something I truly enjoy doing, and turn it into a career. Just opening that door changes my whole outlook on my future.”  

Visitors to OLT can’t help but notice the energy that the three have brought to the office, and often note the novelty of seeing of three talented female programmers working together in a field traditionally regarded as a boys club.  It’s encouraging to learn that they themselves don’t seem to think it’s so unusual.  Certainly gender can be an issue in their studies - Wong recalls that when working on some course projects “the guys didn't really believe in our ideas or opinions.”  

But Irvine shares a different view. “The only barrier I can see to women succeeding in technical fields is their own decision not to go into those fields," she said.  "That may be a matter of confidence, a wrong impression of the industry, a concern over how society will view them.”  

Chua agrees. “The numbers [of male and female Comp Sci students] might be different, but in the end, the only thing anyone cares about is whether or not you can do your job.”

One of the key benefits to employing UBC students is gaining their perspective on how e-Learning is perceived on campus.  Wong, Chua and Irvine all have recommendations on how to improve the online experience on campus, and provide a valuable direct channel to student feedback.

“I wish the University would provide hand-on workshops for different software we use on campus," said Alison Wong. "As a student, we are always looking for tools that are easy to use, ones that do not require a lot of computer skills to use. Sometimes we just don't feel like spending extra time to learn to use a tool.  If a new tool is necessary, it’s better to introduce it to students at the very beginning of the year or program.”

For Michelle Chua, educators need to focus more on students' needs in the classroom.  “We need to pay more attention to the gaps (in skill, culturally, or otherwise) between different students and how this affects us as learners," she said. "As students, we need to catch up if we're behind and help each other if we're ahead.  Our educators can help us by being aware of this gap and providing materials suited to both groups. Also, if you want us to collaborate, encourage it, but don't punish us if the collaboration fails."

In Katherine Irvine's view, educators need to catch up with the latest technology tools that are being used in the classroom, and trust that they enhance, rather than hinder, learning for students. “Stop looking cranky when I open my laptop in class - I'm taking notes. In all seriousness, even if I wasn't, what's the harm?" she says. "I don't see that surfing the net in class, as long as you have the sound turned off, of course, is any more detrimental than writing a best-selling novel in class. Profs wouldn't dream of making students put away their notebooks to ensure that they were actually paying attention, so why do some profs frown on students having laptops in class?” 
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