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Abstract

This paper aims to assess the benefits of inviting guest speakers for both IT undergraduate and
postgraduate students in the online delivery of IT programs. A relevance and usefulness discourse
framework is introduced to better understand the type of guest speakers that university academics
should invite to enhance IT educational experience. This study will be conducted using a quantitative
study based on an online survey to understand the students’ experiences, expectations and benefits of
guest speakers in IT degrees which could give some interesting insights. This study will be performed
before the course and then again after the speaker, to see how students now viewed what they learned
in the course. The study findings are expected to provide useful suggestions for IT academics to
maximise the guest speakers’ presentations with online delivery and achieving the intended learning
outcomes.
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1 Introduction

Lectures, seminars and workshops are different modes of learning platforms to deliver the course
content in higher education. Meanwhile, Gauci et al. (2009) point out that learning through experiences
and reflections enhances student learning. The guest lecture is one such experience which enhances
student learning to a greater extent. Inviting guest speakers to university teaching is not a new concept
(Merle and Craig 2017). This is because the invited speaker often brings new knowledge and rich
educational experience to the class. Most often, guest speakers have several years of experiences in the
industry and possess expertise in specific role/roles. For the guest speakers, it is an excellent
opportunity to reflect and share the knowledge with the undergraduate and postgraduate students.
The students, on the other hand, benefits by having the first-hand experience listening and interacting
with the experts in the field (Riebe et al. 2013). Usually, the guest speakers are conducted via face to face
to mode; however, due to the impact of COVID-19, all the lectures were converted to online mode.
Hence, the guest speakers have to conduct their presentation online.

Despite the aforementioned general evidence, not all guest speakers are beneficial (Li and Guo 2015).
As noted by McCleary and Weaver (2009), the successful integration of guest speakers demands more
than a mere invitation. University lecturers must instead think of guest speakers as actors contributing
to the completion of learning objectives. Previous research has shown guest speakers enhance student
learning when they reinforce course content through unique presentation styles and specific examples
(Eveleth and Baker-Eveleth 2009; Merle and Craig 2017).

Based on the lack of empirical evidence guiding how to best use guest speakers in an IT curriculum, the
following question drives this research: How can university academics ensure ideal conditions are
established for students to benefit from guest speakers with online delivery? A framework will be
presented to better understand the type of guest speakers that university academics should invite to
enhance IT educational experiences.

This paper summarises the experiences of four guest speaker sessions to IT undergraduate and
postgraduate programs during COVID-19 at an Australian University. The discussion presents benefits
and challenges of guest speakers and then leads to further research ideas in this area.

2 Literature Review

The Internet-based online learning has brought a revolution to the higher education sector in the areas
of teaching, learning, and research areas (Wibowo et al. 2016; Lee et al. 2018). The benefits of online
learning are many folded such as flexible learning, higher academic achievement and efficiency
((Dalakas 2016). According to Dumford and Miller (2018), apart from many benefits of online learning,
there are also chances of diminished collaborative learning or isolated learning that might hinder the
objectives of learning. Hence online teaching instructors have to design various methods to overcome
these drawbacks by introducing new methods of collaboration to remove monotonous environment and
one such method could be to introduce different guest lectures from industry backgrounds. There is not
much literature available using guest lectures in an online teaching environment. Thus, this study will
gather the benefits of guest lectures in online teaching.

Inviting guest speakers or industry speakers is not a new concept. Based on this concept, there are
research articles available in the literature (Barraket 2005; Costello 2012; Fallon et al. 2013). According
to Kamoun and Selim (2007), guest speakers can provide a means to supplement teaching to expose
students to recent trends. The benefits of the guest speakers have been well documented as (a) an
effective teaching strategy, (b) the promotion of a student to expertise interaction and (c) the elevation
of active learning (Barraket 2005; Fallon et al. 2013).

There is a debate over the effectiveness of traditional instructive approach to constructivist approach
where students take an active part in learning (Algie and Rowland 2007; Cochrane et al. 2013). The guest
speakers usually provide students with an opportunity to obtain the knowledge and skills in the real
world and allowthe opportunity to ask critical questions in a limited time (Lee et al. 2018). In the IT
program, guest speakers aid students in finding new job opportunities and career path that develops a
positive attitude towards guest speakers by attending in the large numbers (Kamoun and Selim 2007).
Dalakas (2016) encourages students to ask questions to guest speakers, and the questions are a
graded component.The pedagogical strategy of using guest speakers in university enhances experiential
learning (Dumford and Miller 2016). In other words, this method of teaching provides the students with
an understanding of professional activity by providing a 'real-life picture' of theory (Algie and Rowland
2007). Karns (2005) believes that students' perception of learning through guest speakers is considered
to be the most enjoyable and stimulating than the dull and lethargic environment. According to Barraket
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(2005), recognising that theory is of value only if it can be applied, academics must envision the world
beyond the classroom and prepare students to complete in a market-driven world. Corman et al. (2005)
point out the positive outcome of experiential and active learning where students had to work with a
local business directly. Algie and Rowland (2007) discuss several non-conventional pedagogical
strategies where executives from different companies visit several times during theteaching period
bringing real-life examples, or problems for teams of students to try to solve.

It is noted that the guest speakers are also beneficial to universities and faculty to develop long term ties
that can lead to research collaborations. On some occasions, industry experts input in evaluating course
content and assessments help to a greater extent to improve the quality of the course and program. This
process endorses the industry need and balance between theory and practice during the learning stage.
The first-hand knowledge students and the host universities gain from the guest speaker is valuable by
providing up-to-date information on what companies are looking for from graduates (Algie and
Rowland 2007). Guest lecturing, both speaker-centred and student-centred help in substantiating the
application of theories in real-world situations (Robinson and Cook 2018). Furthermore, it keeps
students interested and engaged in the course (Gauci et al. 2009; Li and Guo 2015).

3 Case Examples

During the COVID-19, there was a sudden shift from face to face to online mode. However, the main
intention was to promote better student learning in all possible manners. Hence the following four
examples were chosen to discuss the extended value guest speakers bring to both undergraduate and
postgraduate IT courses during the online delivery mode in an Australian university.

These guest speakers were invited to do their presentation in management related courses in term 2
2020. The postgraduate program titled Master of IT consists of different specialisations. The average
number of enrolments is around 150 students. The course is Business Practices for IT Professional,
which include a range of topics focusing on soft skills that students should know when they venture into
an IT career in any business settings. The two guests presented on risk management and business
finance.

Case 1: The guest speaker was a consultant in one of the multinational companies with more than 25
years of experience in different roles ranging from software tester to business continuity consultant. The
course coordinator contacted the speaker well in advance, providing the course details, and the other
topics completed so far to form a continuity and connections to previous topics studied. The speaker had
nearly six weeks to prepare the presentation. The guest speaker was publicised to the students in the
discussion forum and through emails.

The guest speaker titled his presentation 'Risk Management in Business'. At the beginning of the
presentation, the guest speaker provided his brief biodata and the various career path he took. That
was very interesting to the students to get exposure to many different pathways, roles and
responsibilities for IT professionals to pursue their career. The duration of the lecture was around 70
minutes, where he provided several examples of risk scenarios and management through specific
industry standards and frameworks. At the end of the lecture, students gained the knowledge to write
a risk management plan. The presentation was followed by a question and answer session. During this
time, students clarified the qualitative and quantitative rating of risks and calculation of risk factors.
Also, there were questions to know future employment possibilities and any certifications to complete.
The guest speaker provided his details for further communications. To understand the knowledge
gained from the guest speaker, there was an assessment of the risk management to complete within a
week.

Case 2: The second guest speaker for this course was on Business Finance for IT Professionals. The
topic of the presentation is the basics of finance concepts for IT students. The guest speaker is in the role
of the senior analyst in the audit and assurance department of a multinational company. The speaker is
a young professional who was an added advantage because students could relate to her very well. The
topic and date were communicated to the guest speaker while designing the course to confirm the
availability on the specific time.

The guest speaker introduced her roles and responsibilities and started the lecture. The main topics
covered are business structures, management accounting and financial accounting, using financial
information for decision making, frauds and risks. The guest speaker designed several short, interactive
questions which maintained the student engagement throughout the lecture. In the end, there were
several questions from the students regarding interpreting financial statements. There were also
comments from the students about the usefulness of this topic because understanding accounting
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terminologies are useful for IT professionals to communicate the accounting and finance colleagues.
That week's assessment contained questions on the business finance topic so that students recapture
they studied.

Case 3: The third guest speaker is for an undergraduate IT program, titled Bachelors of IT with different
specialisation. The course ‘Information Security Management’ is a core course for some specialties.
There were 90 students in the class.

The course has a range of topics on information security management. The course coordinator decided
to use two guest speakers for IT auditing and business continuity topics. During the course preparation
stage, the course coordinator communicated to the guest speaker, whois a principal IT auditor in the
state government. The role of the IT auditing with information security seemed significant. The guest
speaker with more than 30 years of experience in the accounting and auditing field was passionate to
share his knowledge and expertise with young IT professionals. The lecture date was communicated to
students in multiple ways, like email and course website announcements. The guest speaker is an
alumnus of the same university, and thus he could easily share his student experiences. Then, he
described his career changes from accounting to IT and cybersecurity field.

The presentation content included: what is IT auditing, the importance, the purpose of auditing, and
IT auditing stages in brief. The speaker went on for 60 minutes, leaving the questions to the end. The
students had questions about the differences between auditing for private and public organisations,
challenges IT auditors and experience. Since the cohort is towards the end of their undergraduate study,
they wanted to know the entry-level jobs, job prospects and any required qualifications/certifications.
The connect of the presentation was assessed in the tutorials and some questions in the final
examination.

Case 4: Another guest speaker for the information security management course was on business
continuity planning (BCP).

The guest speaker is a BCP consultant in a multinational company with nearly 20 years of experience.
The date was communicated in the early stages of the course preparation. The guest speaker wanted to
discuss BCP topic immediately after the risk management topics so that there would be a continuation
in the discussion.

The guest speaker had come to the same course in the previous offerings, hence was familiar with the
settings and the cohort. At the beginning of his presentation, he introduced his career shifts from
software developer to BCP consultant. This was interesting for the students to know the range of jobs
they can pursue after their graduation. The presentation was for about 90 minutes. The presentation
was interesting enough to students, and they were keen to continue sacrificing the 10 minutes of break
time. In the end, there were question and answer sessions for 20 minutes. The questions included a
range of questions: What is your role and responsibility as a BCP consultant? What are the challenges
you face in the formulation and implementation of BCP? Finally, what certifications and qualifications
required to get to this role.

The presentation content was part of the significant assignment where students have to write a plan on
BCP and calculated Business Impact Analysis of the risk factors they already listed for a specific
organisation.

At the end of the guest speakers’ presentation, the students were asked to provide comments on their
experience via course evaluations. Some of their comments are provided below:

One respondent pointed out the need to obtain clarification on what the industry requires on
professional practice:

Industry speakers were friendly and approachable to clarify my doubts on certification.

Two students commented on the importance of how the guest speakers can connect case-based learning
connects to real-world examples and how such cases prepare the students for professional practice:

The guest speaker contents were directly linked with the assessments, and it made us connect
theory and practice very well.

The learning objectives of the course was to get input from the industry speakers and it was
successfully implemented.

When asked about real work-related situations, one respondent commented on the usefulness of
understanding the real work situation:
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Guest speakers were interesting and helpful for international students to understand Australian
business settings.

Besides, several students responded positively concerning their understanding of the future working life
in the IT industry:

The career path that the guest speakers explained were interesting to explore different avenues in
the IT industry.

Guest speakers shared the job opportunities for graduate entry-level in their organisation that
enabled many students to apply for the jobs.

4 Discussion

Based on the students’ comments from four case examples, it can be observed that students benefit from
guest speakers even during the online delivery method. The current study is in line with the existing
literature on emphasising the multiple benefits of guest lectures, such as positive influence on learning
environment (Metrejean et al. 2002) and bridging the academic-practitioner gaps (Von Wielligh and
Butler 2012). It is noted that all four speakers have brought a wealth of experiences to the class, and
students perceived as a privilege to get to speak directly to the industry expert. There were several
benefits observed during and after the guest speakers’ presentation.

- Content and examples they provided: From the above case examples, it was observed that students
were excited to hear from an expert and curious to ask many questions during and after the lecture.
They provide students with alternative perspectives, opinions, and personal experiences that can
reinforce the other topics that have learnt. The stories and anecdotes shared by the guest speakers
brought multiple perspectives to the knowledge they gained through the course. Another important
observation was the involvement of guest speakers removed the monotony of the teaching with a
different style of delivery by the guest speakers. Since the guest speakers were included as part of the
assessments, students were more attentive and engaged throughout the delivery. This observation is
supported by the earlier findings by Robinson and Cook (2018).

- Career path each speaker experienced: The self-introduction of the guest speakers leads to several
questions on the career path the different speakers followed. Most of the students benefited from
knowing multiple roles present in the IT industry and reaching that through various routes. Most
importantly, most students wrote the contact details of the speakers so that they can discuss them even
outside the class timings. Similar viewpoint was noted by Metrejean et al. (2002).

- Clarification of skill set/qualification/certification needed: Many students were keen to know the
extra qualification they needed when they graduate. The information about certification and
requirements enabled them to think more about financial and time feasibility. Curiosity to know the
profession with the guest lectures were also discussed by Eveleth and Baker-Eveleth (2009).

Based on these experiences of including guest speakers to an undergraduate and postgraduate course,
we decided to study this area from multiple perspectives further. In planning the guest speaker
experience, we believe that academics should consider the learning outcomes that this experience will
deliver. Incorporating a reflective response to this experience will deepen student understanding and
contribute to a meaningful experience. Therefore, this experience should be carefully incorporated in
the context of the course with assigned readings before the event, an introduction to the speaker to
prepare students on the expectations and a reflective engagement that could be used as one of the
assignments for the course.

5 Proposed Methodology and Future Work

To further understand the benefits and real values of inviting guest speakers for both IT undergraduate
and postgraduate students in the online delivery of IT programs, we have adopted the relevance and
usefulness discourse framework developed by Trowler and Cooper (2002). Based on this framework, as
shown in Figure 1, we want to further understand the type of guest speakers that university academics
should invite to enhance students’ IT educational experience. This is a research-in-progresspaper and
so far, we have just received a few informal comments from the students regarding the benefits of guest
speakers. Therefore, we are motivated to study in-depth every component of the relevance and
usefulness discourse framework to enhance our knowledge in engaging the mostsuitable guest speaker
that will make a valuable contribution to the students.
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First Phase (already completed): Through this research-in-progress paper, we examine the impact of
guest speakers on students in the online delivery of IT programs. The initial results motivate for further
expansion of the research.

Research
connected
to industry
Industry Application

IT perspective Tools

Relevance and

usefulness
Professional Future .working
practice life
~ ~ -
Relevance External actors
Real work-

related situations

Figure 1. The relevance and usefulness discourse framework

Second Phase: A quantitative study based on an online survey will be conducted to understand the
students’ experiences, expectations and benefits of IT speakers in IT degrees which could give some
interesting insights. This study will be performed before the course and then again after the speaker, to
see how students now viewed what they learned in the course. A total of 200 students from the IT
program at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels will be chosen for an online questionnaire
survey to understand their experiences, expectations and benefits of guest speakers in IT degrees.

The survey questionnaire comprises of three parts. The first part includes questions on basic
demographic characteristics such as student’s age, gender and education background. The second part
seeks responses from the students on the general topic of the talk, the perceived effectiveness of the
speaker, the type of speaker, the style of presentation, the benefits of a guest speaker, the student’s
expectations and other questions relating to Figure 1. The final part requires students to provide
suggestions at the end of the questionnaire. The findings from this survey will provide a solid criterion
in selecting the right guest speakers to reap the maximum benefits to the students and the university.

6 Expected Contribution

The use of guest speakers enables the “insights from industry” essential for students to understand how
the theory works in practice. For undergraduate students, this consolidates their underlying knowledge
and understanding of the basic principles and concepts. For postgraduate students, it enables them to
move from the basic educational goals of knowledge and understanding to the higher levels of analysis
and evaluation. The findings will be comprised as suggestions to university academics on effective and
ineffective practices of online guest lecturing so that students can best benefit from guest speakers with
online delivery. The findings of this study will also contribute to ongoing pedagogical research on
effective guest speaker approaches and techniques in delivering their presentation to IT students.
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