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INTRODUCTION

The current trend towards the inclusion of
workplace learning in tertiary education

courses raises significant questions regarding the
balance between learning to work and learning to
learn. Recently, there have been three main
approaches to workplace learning (Evans et al.
2006): learning for the workplace, addressing the
general skills, personal dispositions and attributes
required by the workplace; learning through the
workplace, providing learning opportunities with-
in an employment context, i.e. VET programs;
and learning in the workplace, including programs

initiating students into the practical aspects of
vocational studies, for example work placements
or apprenticeships. However, within all of these
approaches the emphasis remains on the concerns
of employers and the workplace rather than those
of students; the balance is tilted towards learning
to work as opposed to learning to learn.

Rather than focus on the question of how edu-
cation can become further attuned to the con-
cerns of employers and the workplace, this article
focuses on the counter-question of how work-
places can be(come) places of productive learning
to learn for students. That is, how can workplaces
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help produce graduates with learning demeanours
and attributes that are attuned and responsive to
a flexible world of change, complexity and con-
tingency? So, instead of framing workplace learn-
ing as ‘learning to work’, it will be framed as a
context for ‘learning to learn’ – or ‘learningful
work’. In this way the article posits a larger goal
common to both education- and work-based
learning: the development of workplace learning
strategies capable of producing learners open to
engaging productively with a world of complexity
and change, not only in workplace or institution-
al contexts, but across all domains of social life.

In this context, the article discusses and docu-
ments the development of Victoria University’s
Student Rover program, an on-campus, work-
based learning program started in 2006, in which
students were employed to ‘rove’ within the newly
developed Learning Commons (formerly libraries).
The challenge was to design a program that would
engage these Rovers in ‘learningful work’, enabling
and encouraging them to develop a new openness
to learning instead of simply learning to perform
the duties of the work itself. That is, the program
design hinged on the question of how to design
the role of Student Rovers so that their work and
activities could be both productive and ‘learning-
ful’. Drawing on material from reflective reports
written by students employed within the program,
the article finds the Student Rovers developing
both as workers accountable to the ‘logic of pro-
ductivity’ and as students accountable to the ‘logic
of learning’ (Engeström 2004). By engaging in
‘learningful work’ they are learning to be learners
attuned to the demands of a complex world.

The first half of the article provides back-
ground contextualisation of the Student Rover
program alongside developments in technology,
education and workplace learning theory and
research, following which we proceed to present
selections from End of Shift reports (EOSs) writ-
ten by Student Rovers demonstrating the contest-
ed nature of their work. For while the formal role
of Student Rovers was relatively easy to define,
significant tensions arose between those con-

cerned primarily with the logic of productivity
and those concerned with the logic of learning in
framing the work of Student Rovers. Two poten-
tial constructions of the Rovers will be outlined,
with the aim of illustrating the fact that these
competing interests are not necessarily mutually
exclusive but can potentially be negotiated and
combined into a program facilitating the engage-
ment of students in ‘learningful work’.

STUDENT ROVERS IN CONTEXT
The Student Rover Program arose at the intersec-
tion of two significant, complex and interrelated
developments in education- and work-based
learning. Firstly, the shift from the relatively sta-
ble and ‘solid’ world of modernity to the ‘liquid’
world (Bauman 2000) of rapidly changing tech-
nologies and organisational structures which, this
article will posit, requires the redefinition of the
meaning of learning itself. And secondly, the
emergence of a mass tertiary education sector in
which an increasingly diverse population of stu-
dents are preparing for the workplace rather than
academia and, even more radically, preparing for
presently unspecified life and work futures in this
rapidly changing world.

Knowledge and learning in ‘liquid times’
Our suggestion is that, in a world of rapidly
changing technologies, organisational structures,
and knowledge and skill demands, the very mean-
ing of learning itself must undergo a fundamental
transformation (Engeström 2004; Garrick &
Usher 2000). In ‘liquid times … in which social
forms … decompose and melt faster than the time
it takes to cast them’ (Bauman 2000, p.1), learn-
ing itself must become liquid. Rather than confine
itself to mastery of existing knowledge, this new
form of learning is focused on the capacity to
engage with new and unfamiliar discourses, to
deal with overlapping theories from competing
disciplines, and to keep in touch with the contin-
ually moving ‘state of play’ of digital technologies.
In place of the stable habits and internalised pro-
cedures of traditional expertise (reproductive
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learning), new learners must be able to engage
with the undefined, the indefinite, the emergent,
through the exercise of practical judgement.

The organisational world of rapid change and
complexity into which we are moving therefore
constitutes a world requiring the exercise of
nuanced practical judgement much more than
the logical application of settled concepts or
deployment of long-habituated expertise. Where-
as the relative stability of modernity and its ways
of being, acting and working leant more towards
Plato’s (2000) theoria, the emergent ‘liquid’ and
unstable world of post-modernity leans more
heavily towards Aristotle’s (2000) phronesis as the
most efficacious mode of being, knowing and
acting (Beckett & Hager 2002). Consequently
the aim of workplace learning programs such as
VU’s Student Rovers should be the encourage-
ment and development of learners able and will-
ing to exercise their own practical judgement in
education as well as the workplace.

The ‘turn to practice’ and practical
judgement
In order to reconceptualise the workplace and the
forms of work, knowledge, skill and social
demeanours required of workers, many theorists
of workplace learning have turned to a new para-
digm for describing human and social being,
sometimes called ‘the practice turn’ (Schatzki et
al. 2001). Central to this ‘turn to practice’ is the
notion that learning, knowledge and expertise all
derive from participation in a social grouping,
which possesses and passes on its practices and
ways of doing things along with the associated
purposes, values, criteria and, stories. Thus know-
ing and learning develop through initiation into
and participation in ‘forms of life’ (Wittgenstein
1958), which bring together publicly shared
skills, contexts, goals, technologies, histories and
locations within social and institutional spaces.

In the world of ‘solid’ modernity’ (Bauman
2000, p1), it was assumed that working knowl-
edge and action could be analysed and disassem-
bled into basic units that could be easily

reassembled as discrete tasks on an assembly line
of unskilled labour, or learnt off-the-job through
a combination of abstract theory and task-based
training. However, following the ‘practice turn’,
workplace knowledge has been reframed to
include a substantial component of practical, situ-
ational understanding. This situated understand-
ing is integrally linked with participation in the
flow of circumstances, together with an awareness
of the diversity of players, activities, tensions,
goals and tasks ‘in play’ in complex situations.
Workplace knowledge consists of knowing how
to ‘play the game’ and knowing ‘how to go on’ in
circumstances of conflicted complexity. This form
of understanding is not a stable, abstract knowl-
edge that can be separated from the situation like
theoretical or technical knowledge. In fact, often
one may not know what to do until the particular
situation arises, or even know that one will know
what to do if and when this situation does arise.

The form of situated knowledge emphasised by
this turn to practice, which centres on acting and
deciding what to do or how to do something in
new and unprecedented situations, is analogous to
the notion of phronesis (practical judgement)
expounded by Aristotle (Beckett & Hager 2000,
Beckett & Hager 2002; Hager & Halliday 2007;
Beckett 2008). For Aristotle, phronesis as a form of
knowledge contrasted with the stable and self-con-
tained knowledges that can exist for theoretical
objects or technical processes (Dunne 1993). As
Beckett and Hager suggest (2000, p.302):

… a central activity of people learning in the
workplace is concentrated upon … making
judgments. … [M]aking better judgments
represents a paradigmatic aim of workplace
learning, and … growth in such learning is
represented by a growing capacity to make
appropriate judgments in the changing, and
often unique, circumstances that occur in
many workplaces.

Thus, insofar as workplace knowledge involves
and necessitates practical judgement, it cannot be
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easily extracted from its situational context or
captured in stable theoretical or technical terms,
terms that can then be deployed to train new
workers. In this sense workplace knowledge is
tacit, practical and inherently situational and can
be learnt only through participation and experi-
ence in situations demanding practical judgment.

By highlighting how workplace knowledge
consists of the capacity to engage and participate
in situations that are not preordained as stable and
defined, the turn to practice serves to highlight the
difference between being ‘able to go on’ in, say, a
de-contextualised mathematical deduction and
being ‘able to go on’ in a tense, cross-organisation-
al committee meeting. The former calls for analyt-
ic deduction, the latter for nuanced judgement.

Practical judgement in an educational
setting
From the above, we can infer that the workplace
may provide a better learning context than many
educational settings for the induction of students
into the exigencies of this new world of rapid
change and complexity. The ‘hot action’ (Beckett
& Hager 1998; Beckett & Hager 2002), liquid
formlessness of social processes (Bauman 2000)
and contingency (Billett 2001) of this emerging
social regime is more present in the workplace
(admittedly some more so than others) than in
educational institutions.

If it is true that the world encompassing stu-
dent lives is undergoing transformation from a
world of relative stability into a world of com-
plexity, uncertainty and contingency, then a fun-
damental dissonance opens up between the
modes of knowing and learning required in this
new world (flexible practical judgement) and
those embodied in the practices of traditional
educational institutions (stable theoretical knowl-
edge). In fact, the power and scope of theoretical
knowledge arises precisely because of its with-
drawal from practical engagement with the speci-
ficity of lived situations in all their messiness,
particularity and conflicting interests. But while
the theoretical knowledge of the academy may

produce rigorous ‘concepts’, these cannot be
applied to lived situations without effort or the
exercise of practical judgement.

Thus, in their research on workplace learning,
Boud and Middleton (2003) single out three ‘sig-
nificant areas of informal learning’: mastery of
organisational processes, negotiating the political,
and dealing with the atypical. This list neatly cap-
tures the areas of understanding that cannot be
learnt in the de-situated, de-contextualised environ-
ment of the educational classroom, a space defined
by its insulation from the world of the real. In the
classroom, both the practical world providing the
object of academic study and the institutional
structure of the educational organisation itself are
kept largely at bay; the classroom shields students
from institutional politics in the practical as well as
organisational fields. Furthermore, the learning
challenges of the classroom are not subject to the
urgency and practical imperatives impressed upon
real-life situations and organisational contexts.

And yet it is precisely these three regions of
knowledge (the institution, the politics, and the
unprecedented) that are needed for efficacious per-
formance in the workplace, as well as for life in the
new world generally. As Boud and Middleton
(2003) note, however, the practical judgement
required to deal with these three dimensions of
social life is best gained informally through partici-
pation in social life. Learning about and within the
workplace as an institution, including its politics
and its potential points of breakdown, is not simply
an aspect of work that needs to be learnt to ‘do the
job’, but also a context for developing new under-
standings and approaches to learning and life itself.

So, how can workplaces contribute to the devel-
opment of learners capable of exercising practical
judgement in situ, rather than simply applying pre-
digested theory or technical procedures? More par-
ticularly, how can tertiary educational institutions
design on-campus, work-based learning programs
that foster students’ readiness to exercise their prac-
tical judgment, to engage students in ‘learningful
work’? Surely educational institutions, as work-
places themselves, should be taking the lead in
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exploring and designing new ontological, partici-
pation-based approaches to learning focused on
the exercise of practical judgement (Beckett &
Hager 2002; Billett 2004a; 2004b).

Student rover program in
institutional context
In 2006, a pilot program was established to pro-
vide paid employment for students to ‘rove’ in the
new VU Learning Commons (formerly libraries).
The program began with one team of 10 rovers
located at a single campus but has since grown to
three teams of 10 rovers based across three cam-
puses. In 2010 a fourth team at a fourth campus
will commence. The student rover program was
established to provide student peer support in
VU’s Learning Commons as a student learning
space, complementing and enhancing the existing
services and advice provided by Library, IT and
TLS staff. The hope was that students would find
student rovers less intimidating to approach for
guidance or assistance than staff, while it was also
hoped that engaging high-achieving students in
the Learning Commons would send a positive
message about the strengths of VU students to the
university as a whole (Keating & Gabb 2005).

The rover program arose within an institutional
context of rapid and complex change. On the one
hand, the shift from the rarity of print to the
ubiquity of digital information has necessitated
the reframing of traditional academic libraries ini-
tially as information- and later learning-commons.
On the other, the emergence of a mass tertiary
education sector featuring an increasingly diverse
student population, within which the majority of
students are preparing for presently unspecified
life and work futures, has facilitated a pedagogical
paradigm shift away from academic teaching and
toward student learning. In combination, these
shifts have also resulted in the increasing deploy-
ment of experienced students in peer mentoring
programs as a vehicle for supporting student
learning, as well as the increasing development of
on-campus employment opportunities for stu-
dents within the ‘students as staff ’ at VU strategy.

From academic ‘library’ to student
‘learning commons’
In recent decades, the increased and increasing
ubiquity of digital learning resources and the near
universal accessibility of internet-based informa-
tion have threatened the very existence of tradi-
tional academic libraries (Bennett 2005) which,
until recently, exercised a radical monopoly over
the sources of intellectual culture. Academic
libraries responded to this challenge by turning
themselves into ‘information commons’, involv-
ing the de-emphasis of print-based resources and
a corresponding increase in emphasis on digi-
talised academic resources. However, in retrospect
it seems fair to describe this initial shift, imple-
mented at Victoria University in 2005, as evolu-
tionary rather than revolutionary.

Academic libraries also needed to respond to and
play their part in the larger pedagogical shift toward
student-centredness within tertiary education,
resulting in the further reframing of information
commons as Learning Commons as ‘part of a wider
transformation … towards a culture of learning
that is learning-oriented, learner-centred, flexible,
collaborative, university-wide and community-
building’ (Keating & Gabb 2005, p.2). The funda-
mental difference between an information- and
learning-commons is attributable to the fact that
‘the former supports institutional mission while the
latter enacts it’ (Bennett 2008, p.183). Thus, while
an information commons is still framed as support-
ing student learning through the provision of serv-
ices, a Learning Commons takes a stronger and
more agentive role. At VU, this played out most
explicitly in the inclusion of learning supports serv-
ices within the Learning Commons space.

From staff-based to student-mentored
learning support
Traditionally, learning support services were
framed and provided as ‘bolted-on’ services; that
is, as one-to-one counselling sessions or small
workshops for the small number of ‘remedial’
students requiring additional academic language
and learning support. However, the recent emer-
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gence of a mass tertiary education sector and its
diverse student populations consisting of large
numbers of exit year 12, ESL, mature-age and
international students has resulted in a situation
in which many, if not most, students now require
or could benefit from language and learning sup-
port. In a similarly evolutionary shift as that from
library to information commons outlined above,
learning support was transformed initially from a
‘bolted-on’ service to an embedded or ‘built-in’
aspect of the formally delivered curriculum.

This shift towards an embedded approach to the
provision of learning support services has been a
challenging task for a variety of reasons; however
what is important here is the resulting further shift
towards learning support strategies based on mobil-
ising students as a platform for supporting student
learning. This transformative change has involved
focusing on student mentoring, cooperative learn-
ing and collaborative learning programs, and is
founded on the notion that if learning to be a terti-
ary student consists of learning new practices and
strategies through ‘legitimate peripheral participa-
tion’ (Lave & Wenger 1991), then the advice of
more experienced ‘near peers’ will often be more
appropriate and attuned to ‘where a student is at’
than that provided by expert academic support
staff. In the words of Longfellow et al. (2008, p.95):

[W]hilst teachers may be experts in their subject
area, students are experts at being students, and
thus are arguably better placed to lead novice
students towards becoming expert students.

Consequently, we can consider the student rtover
program as arising and existing at the intersection of
several significant institutional developments within
tertiary education, in addition to those develop-
ments in workplace knowledge theory and research
outlined above. The program aims to offer students
as rovers the opportunity to engage in on-campus
workplace learning within the highly complex but
well-supported environment of newly created
Learning Commons, and to utilise their own expe-
riences as students and nuanced practical judgement
to support the learning of other students. Further-

more, the program aims to balance and negotiate
the apparent tensions and contradictions between
learning to work and learning to learn, as well as
those between the logic of productivity and the
logic of learning, by combining these seemingly
oppositional concepts into a work-based learning
opportunity focusing on ‘learningful work’.

We do not, however, presume to suggest that
all employment opportunities for students can be
learningful, simply that this issue should at least
be raised and examined. It may be that the stakes
of some work are so high, the demand for ‘contin-
uous operational reliability’ (Weick & Roberts
1993) so imperative, that it would be dysfunction-
al or irresponsible to allow students to engage in
trial and error on-the-job learning or to exercise
their own practical judgment. In such situations,
the logic of productivity clearly trumps the logic
of learning and opportunistic learning on the job
may have to be severely curtailed, even proscribed.

The following section of this article describes
and documents some of the tensions, contradic-
tions and competing assumptions encountered in
establishing the Student Rover program in such a
way that the work could be both productive and
learningful.

ROVERS AS LEARNINGFUL WORKERS
The role of student rovers is defined as: assisting
with basic student queries related to using and
locating core facilities, information resources,
software and hardware; helping students to clarify
and articulate basic issues related to their learning
strategies; directing students to further options or
information, or referring them to relevant IT,
Library or Learning support staff present or acces-
sible within the Learning Commons or to services
beyond the confines of the Learning Commons,
such as Faculty Advisors or Counselling.

However, despite general agreement regarding
the role of rovers, it has been more difficult to
reach consensus on the balance between the logic
of productivity and the logic of learning in specify-
ing the work of student rovers. In fact, we could
perhaps conceive of the student rovers as instituting
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a new liminal space within the educational institu-
tion: a third space, in which student rovers are not
simply workers governed by the logic of productivi-
ty, or simply students governed by the logic of
learning. Inevitably, though, this anomalous inde-
terminacy and ambivalence in the status and work
of student rovers has mobilised deep anxieties and
differences within and between various points of
view and interpretations. for those concerned with
pinning down the productivity dimension, it has
been tempting to impose a traditional, hierarchical
service delivery model on the status and scope of
rover work. on the other hand, those concerned
with exploring the logic of learning and fostering
learningful work required a less fixed, less hierarchi-
cal way of framing the work of student rovers.

Rovers as first-tier service delivery
workers
First-tier service workers are unskilled front-count-
er workers who deal with routine enquiries relating
to simple, rule-governed tasks and requiring only a
straightforward answer (techné), while queries
demanding understanding or judgement (phrone-
sis) are referred on to professionally trained staff.
As first-tier service workers, student rovers would
act as the first point of contact for the three Uni-
versity departments involved in the provision of
services within the Learning Commons – Library,
IT, and Learning Support Services – dealing with
mundane and routine enquiries and thereby free-
ing departmental staff to concentrate on more
complex and nuanced requests.

This model of student rovers as first-tier serv-
ice workers is based on a help-desk or informa-
tion-kiosk model in which a body of esoteric
technical knowledge and expertise concerning the
intricacies of technical and informational systems
such as information technologies or library data-
base systems is held by highly trained profession-
als. Within this model, student rovers constitute
an efficient strategy (together with FAQ sheets,
short training sessions and web-based informa-
tion) for coping with the inevitable stream of
requests for ‘low-level’ procedural know-how.

However it is insisted here that rovers set aside
and do not draw on their own experiential under-
standings or practical judgements of the process-
es, strategies or practices at work in student
learning when working as student rovers.

In a strikingly similar fashion to the restrained
reframing of libraries as information commons
outlined above, this service model fails to engage
with or respond to the pedagogical paradigm shift
towards student-centred learning. Rather, incorpo-
rating student rovers into a hierarchical model of
service delivery that functions as a cascading con-
duit for channelling expert information down
through layers of workers to the bottom would
require student rovers to undergo extensive front-
end training as well as refraining from drawing on
their experiences as students or exercising practical
judgement. Thus, while this model arguably offers
rovers some degree of learning to work, it remains
deficient in terms of learning to learn and therefore
‘learningful work’; work that develops the capacity
for learning to learn as an attitude or demeanour of
confident but humble openness towards the new,
the unexpected and the complexity of situations.

Rovers as student peers
Framing rovers as junior staff in a service delivery
hierarchy is not the only way in which rovers’ role
can be construed. An alternative way of conceptu-
alising rovers is to frame them as students; as stu-
dent mentors who have demonstrated their practical
understanding of academic institutions and prac-
tices by their good academic results. Understood in
this way, rtovers are students paid to be students,
not students paid to be staff; they are ‘students as
students’ rather than ‘students as staff ’.

Importantly, within this second model rovers
are put out on the floor of the Learning Com-
mons with a ‘buddy’ from a very early stage and
are actively encouraged to ‘learn by working’.
Rovers as students are entitled to draw on their
own experiences as students and to apply nuanced
practical judgements to complex situations. draw-
ing on selections from reflective writings by stu-
dent rovers, the following sections document how
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the implementation of this second approach has
been able to create workplace learning experiences
in which student rovers are able to exercise and
develop practical judgement and engage in learn-
ingful work. What becomes apparent is that the
rovers are capable of fulfilling and extending the
role of ‘first-tier service workers’ within their role
as student mentors, thus demonstrating that the
logic of learning can act in support of the logic of
productivity rather than against it.

Learning by working
Instead of being subjected to extensive front-end
training, rovers as students are put out onto the
floor very early on in a buddy system with more
experienced rovers, so that they learn ‘on the job’.
This means they learn the role by ‘legitimate
peripheral participation’; by shadowing and
observing a more experienced rover at work, ask-
ing for help from staff and generally making use of
the learning affordances offered within the work
setting. Buddies are expected to share insights,
understandings and know-how when new student
rovers are being scaffolded into rover work:

Today I got chance to work with Z (another
Rover) for the first time in Semester 1 2008.
Time just flew very quickly. We had queries
about scanning, printing (showing ‘Error’
sign), swiping cards in the cash machine, and
finding books. Many students were asking
about printing from Macs. The printer was
playing with the students. Although we put
the arrow of the tray at the right place, it still
showed error. Then a librarian helped us, and
she cancelled the job by pressing Mode+Menu
together. From 5:30-6:00 we passed a very
busy time – five queries at a time.

The rover shift roster is design to allow a 30
min overlap between shifts so that two pairs of
rover buddies can share and compare understand-
ings, trust, experiences, critical incidents, know-
how and learning. However, as the above example
shows, if the two student rovers are not able to

work something out they can always draw on the
knowledge of professional staff.

In fact, there is an underlying rhythm to the
kinds of issues and queries addressed to Student
Rovers: at the beginning of the academic year,
most advice is concerned with computer login
issues; a few weeks later the focus shifts to locat-
ing digital resources on databases or physical
resources on library shelves, and finally the focus
moves to issues of saving, scanning and printing
assignments. This cycle is repeated throughout
the academic year, meaning that new rovers can
be scaffolded progressively into a reasonably
delimited range of work via a ‘zone of proximal
development’ (Vygotsky 1978) formed between
the experienced student rover and the novice stu-
dent rover, a dyad further supported by access to
the communal blog and to surrounding universi-
ty support services (librarians, academic support,
careers, IT support and rover supervisor).

Rovers as a community of practice
Student rovers not only share knowledge and
experiences in person during change-over, but also
work and communicate asynchronously via a blog
to which they post their reflective EOSs, which
are then read by other student rovers. This reflec-
tive writing and sharing of EOS reports is critical
in fostering a sense of community such that stu-
dent rovers feel themselves to be creating a group
with shared identities, goals and aspirations, rather
than simply a collection of individuals performing
solipsistic duties. Each EOS report is addressed
horizontally to the entire STUDENT ROVER
team, rather than directly to the supervisor. In this
way it is more like a shift hand-over and is intend-
ed to contribute to the communal, reflective expe-
rience and learning of the team as a whole. Here
are a few examples illustrating this shared, reflec-
tive experience as well as how rovers exercise prac-
tical judgement, improvise appropriate courses of
action and recommend strategies to other rovers:

NEW WIRELESS NETWORK!!! The new
system starts tomorrow and the good thing
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is that the different laptops (Windows, macs
etc) have their own system of login! There
were a few students that needed their pass-
word changed. The extension number is
1900. Do not call IT. They only deal with
logins.

Rovers often write their EOS from the subject-
position of leader, and as a result construe them-
selves as assisting with the definition and
refinement of the substantive responsibilities,
practices, social demeanours and knowledge
belonging to this newly-created work role. The
following extract shows a student rover passing
on new information garnered from a librarian to
the rest of the rover team:

Just now a student asked me for help in find-
ing a thesis and I wasn’t really sure how to help
him so a librarian helped me. On the library
home page there is a link ‘information for
researchers’ click there. Then go to ‘research
organisations’ and finally ‘finding theses’.
There is a set of instructions there.

The next extract shows a student rover
encountering a query about something called,
Turnitin, that they do not know about, so they
offer to find out on behalf of the whole commu-
nity of student rovers:

I had a strange query about how one particu-
lar lecturer is using Turnitin and it caught me
off guard, so I’ll look into this further and
report back.

This capturing and sharing of the ‘tacit
knowledge’ required to be(come) good students
is not only evidenced in their EOSs, but has also
been enacted in the collaborative construction of
a database of FAQs for future Rovers dealing
with such questions as: what are the default pass-
words of student Live Accounts, WebCT, MyVU
Portal and Learning Commons computers? A non-
trivial question because these four passwords are
all different but easy to confuse!

Rovers as expert learners
In this model, rovers are students who are paid to
draw on their experience as students and good
learners and to pass these experiences of becoming
good learners and students on to other students.
The knowledge rovers draw on for this work is
experiential, but importantly is based on the very
same affordances available to all students – websites,
staff support services, guide sheets, observations of
and interactions with other staff and students, com-
paring notes with others, etc – all experienced on
an opportunistic, just-in-time, bricoleur-like basis.
As there are no easily accessible programs for learn-
ing how to use computers or software at VU, the
first two extracts from student rover EOSs show
student rovers drawing on their own experiential
knowledge to assist novice students grappling with
unfamiliar technologies and software:

A student came up to me and was very wor-
ried that she wrecked the computer. She said
that I tried to log off and it just froze. I didn’t
know what to do. I said, no worries, the Rover
to the rescue!!! So we went to the computer
she was working on and I saw that yes it was
frozen. I clicked Ctrl Alt and Delete. The Task
Manager came up and some program was run-
ning in the background. I selected it and
clicked End Task, and End Now. It was then a
miracle to see that the computer was running
back to normal. She then thanked me and said
that I had saved her life from a heart attack.

The advice proffered by this rover does not
derive from a training program, but rather from
her own ‘common sense’ experience and practical
judgement; it is student-ly advice. Here is another
example:

I taught a student how to use Microsoft Pow-
erPoint in 15 minutes. He thanked me so
much and he wished that I was there for him
earlier. I replied about the other things we do.
He was surprised, since it is his first year at
Victoria University.
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The ability of student rovers to assist other stu-
dents rests primarily on their own experience and
practical judgement, supported by regular and
ongoing reflective conversations with other rovers
and the staff supporting them. Sometimes stu-
dents have technical or procedural issues about
how to interact with a technical system or institu-
tional protocol, which can generally be
unblocked in a straightforward manner:

A student had problem in sending email to his
lecturer through Web CT, so I suggested him
to send it through his student e-mail account.
The student was very surprised, never heard of
‘student e-mail’! At the end, he sent the e-mail
through his student e-mail account.

In this extract a student rover alerts a new stu-
dent to the existence of a mode of communica-
tion between staff and students that is absolutely
critical, the existence of which the student had
somehow missed out on learning.

Rovers are, however, highly conscious of the
fact that their support and advice is grounded in
their own limited experience and so are careful to
pass student queries on to more formal channels
of support when required, rather than provide
incorrect information or advice. In the next two
extracts student rovers document their use of
practical judgment concerning when a query
should be referred on to staff support services:

Hi Everyone. Today was relatively quiet, but
when we were asked a question, most were not
quick fixes. Some students had trouble with
wireless. I was able to solve one problem (on a
Mac too, how cool is that!) but I had to call IT
for the others.

And another:

Most of the queries today were about finding
and borrowing books, catalogue and holds,
photocopying and printing etc. I did take the
opportunity to talk to a student about his
course and how he was finding it – we had a
quick chat about areas of difficulty – which

was time management. I advised speaking to
Learning Support and gave him the number.

Notice how in this second extract, the student
rover does not simply respond to a request for
help, but instead deliberately initiates a conversa-
tion about learning to gain a sense of areas where
the student may need help. The rover then
informs the student of the existence of staff sup-
port services – of which many students have no
knowledge – and provides him with the means, a
phone number, to contact them. Notice also that
the interchange is simply a ‘quick chat’, a ‘busy
student-to-busy student’ interchange, rather than
the laboured or extended consultation of a client
and expert professional appointment. Important-
ly, in this example the rover not only successfully
fulfils the role of first-tier service worker in refer-
ring the student on to Learning Support Services,
but actually exceeds this restricted role by initiat-
ing the interaction in the first place, an occur-
rence rendered impossible within traditional,
clearly demarcated student/staff boundaries.

Connecting with staff
Although it is important that student rovers
regard themselves as learning students, not know-
ing staff, as seems evident from the previous
examples, one aspect of the program student
rovers do appreciate is that their work provides
frequent opportunities for informal, social con-
tact and conversations with staff. For rovers,
being able to chat with staff – discovering the
humanity, quirks, as well as the ideological and
value commitments of academic staff – opens up
new, previously invisible, discourses and realities:

I helped a sessional tutor find a video tape! He
was an interesting guy – he tutors in the art
subjects and we had an interesting conversa-
tion on the difference in the arts subject and
legal subjects. Let’s just say the arts people
seem to have more fun when doing assign-
ments – no 3000 word essays on law reform
for them!
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Rovers are also asked to present and speak
publicly about their work to audiences of stu-
dents and staff, and to speak with visitors from
other universities interested in the program:

We had people over from different Universities
all around the world to visit this Learning
Commons. We organised a library tour for
them. They asked questions about ‘Rovers’ …
like what we do and are we current students.
They recognised Z (a student rover) as he did
a video clip on behalf of the international stu-
dents from Victoria University. It was good to
see all the people from overseas…they looked
quite impressed to see us roving. It was good
to talk to them while on the library tour. It
helped us build our confidence and we are
proud to be in the Rover team.

Instead of being confined to experiencing the
university as external ‘customers’, student rovers
gain a more concrete, ‘insiders’ mental map of the
different regions, structures, imperatives, practices,
values and ideologies at play in a contemporary
university as a place of work, learning and research:

On Thursday afternoon I was really busy! Also
my tutor came in and he was like- you work
here! He was very interested and was asking
me heaps of questions! Maybe my marks will
boost after he found out I am a Rover – wish-
ful thinking I know!

It is also noticeable that many rovers develop
greater reflexivity concerning issues of pedagogy,
having been engaged in teaching and learning
from more than one perspective, while some even
come to view education as a challenging vocation
worth pursuing. Being drawn into the more ten-
tative and egalitarian exchange of ideas, tastes and
demeanours of academia means that rovers feel
themselves being taken seriously in a more inti-
mate and personal sense than in the standard,
impersonal assignments and other similar interac-
tions between staff and students. Furthermore, in
such interactions rovers gain exposure to the

institution as an organisation and are provided
with the opportunity to engage in and develop
complex, organisational workplace knowledge.

Rovers as representative of student
diversity
Another way in which the ‘student-ly advice’ of
rovers complements and supplements the expert-
ise of traditional support staff expertise is that
rover teams are selected to be reasonably repre-
sentative of the student population at particular
campuses. For example, the current cohort of
rovers at VU includes students from backgrounds
as diverse as Australian, Bangladeshi, Chinese,
Indian, Indonesian, Lebanese, Timorese, Turkish,
South American, Sri Lankan, Nigerian, Somalian,
Jordanian and Argentinean. Because they are
drawn from a wide range of cultural, linguistic,
educational and discipline backgrounds, student
rovers also provide a conversational context in
which students can articulate and explore not just
issues of academic practice, but also issues of
identity and belonging, origins and ambitions:

This guy followed with a 20 minute conversa-
tion with three international students I see reg-
ularly. One of them gave a little lecture on
culture which was very interesting! He asked
me a few question about where I am originally
from (Lebanon) and then he said on first
impression – including accent, dress etc. I look
very Australian but after talking to me about
values etc. he said he believes I appear to have
Lebanese values embedded in me – which he
said is very good because I get the best of both
worlds in this way! Then he asked how I felt –
I said that I feel that I am Australian but I have
no doubt that there is Lebanese culture in me!

Often rovers can clarify a point by responding
in a language other than English or by drawing on
their own experience of learning to understand and
perform the new practices, expectations, or mean-
ings of university study. It has also been observed
that students from different backgrounds are
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drawn into the Learning Commons and come to
feel at home there because the Student Rover Pro-
gram includes someone from their own particular
cultural, linguistic, religious or social background.

Misunderstanding the task
One final important role rovers as student men-
tors, not made available to them within the fram-
ing of rovers as first-tier service staff, is dealing
with ‘misunderstandings of the task’. This role
becomes especially important in the context of the
emergent mass tertiary sector and its diverse stu-
dent population. Often, students may not realise
that the task they face at university is different
from similar tasks they may have faced in high
school; alternatively they may simply misinterpret
the task description and its intent and, for exam-
ple, produce a description when an argument is
called for. This next extract illustrates how two
student rovers engaged in a ‘chat’ with some tran-
sitioning students, adopting the role of more expe-
rienced ‘near peer’ and passing on ‘some tips’:

We had a few students come over for a chat,
we had 4 students who wanted to just sit and
chat to us about their assignments and tests
that they have in the next few weeks. Because
we have already done those subjects we gave
them a few tips on how to overcome the hard-
ship throughout the term.

Providing guidance in learning the learning
game at tertiary institutions should not be the
sole preserve of staff. Student rovers are deliber-
ately selected in their second year of study so that
the confusions, uncertainty and challenges of
being new to tertiary education are still vivid in
their memory, allowing them to be both more
empathic and more acutely attuned to the differ-
ent types of problems facing new students.

CONCLUSION
This article has explored the question of how terti-
ary education providers can design and develop
work-based learning programs that support students

in learning to become a new kind of learner, learn-
ers who are able to engage with a world of change,
complexity and contingency. It has been our con-
tention that the shift from stable, ‘solid’ modernity
into the presently emerging ‘liquid’ and unstable
world of rapidly changing technologies, organisa-
tional structures and knowledge demands has
required redefinition of the very meaning of learn-
ing itself. Following the ‘practice turn’ in contempo-
rary theory, we have posited workplace learning as
necessarily constitutive of a new form of situated,
practical knowledge based on the exercise of
nuanced, practical judgement rather than the
abstract, stable and de-contextualised ‘concepts’ pro-
vided by the theoretical knowledge of the academy.

In this context, it is our contention that what
should be considered most important within
both institutional and work-based education is
the encouragement and development of learners
capable of drawing on their own experiences and
nuanced practical judgement to ‘go on’ in unfa-
miliar, complex and contingent situations. Thus
our emphasis has been on the framing of work-
place learning as a context for what we have
called learningful work, work that develops an
openness and capacity for learning to learn as an
attitude or demeanour of confident but humble
openness towards the new, the unexpected and
the complexity of situations.

Through our discussion and documentation of
the design and development of Victoria Universi-
ty’s Student Rover program, we have aimed to
provide just one example of how workplace learn-
ing programs and strategies might strike a balance
between the apparent tensions and contradictions
between the demands of learning to work and
learning to learn, or between the logic of produc-
tivity and the logic of learning.

Although rigorous research to evaluate the suc-
cess of this student rover program has only just
begun, anecdotal evidence such as that docu-
mented in the reflective writings above strongly
suggests that students who work in this program
strengthen their openness to the knowledge and
learning demands of contemporary education,
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workplaces and social life more broadly. What we
can say with more surety – having read the 30
EOS reports produced each week over a period of
three years now – is that the experience of helping
other students learn is transformative for most
student rovers. Rovers generally emerge from
their experience more confident, more outgoing,
more institutionally savvy, with a deeper under-
standing of those three significant areas of infor-
mal learning highlighted by Boud and Middleton
(2003): mastery of organisational processes, nego-
tiating the political, and dealing with the atypical.

Future research should provide more opportuni-
ty to examine and further develop on-campus
work-based opportunities for students, which is
surely a context that should not simply mirror, but
rather provide leadership in the movement towards
the creation of learningful work for students in the
face of a world of rapid change and complexity.
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