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Abstract  
This paper begins with an informed perspective of the four living generations: Baby Boomers, 
Generation X, Generation Y and Generation Z; who they are, how they are placed in society, and most 
importantly, what they value and more specifically, how they value higher education. As educators, we 
need to consider our relationship with young people and appreciate the differences across the 
generations. A generational perspective comparing Baby Boomers, X and Y was undertaken 
investigating the differences in perspectives and what factors influence their values and expectations of 
higher education. This theoretical paper is complemented with a series of six in-depth interviews of a 
male and female from the Baby Boomer, X and Y generations thus adding a rich qualitative layer to the 
theoretical perspectives of social generational understandings of education.  
 
 
The Background 
“Gender, religion and social classes may influence you, but it is your generation that defines and 
distinguishes who you are. It defines your identity” (Grose 2005, 1). Generation theorists, Strauss and 
Howe, contend that although not everyone born into a generation prescribe to similar value and belief 
systems, societal perceptions of personality type of each generation is a blend of all of its members and 
is based on a shared set of experiences that occurred in their youth (1991). A generational perspective, 
comparing Baby Boomers, Generation X and Generation Y, is instructive when exploring what factors 
influence their different higher education values and expectations. In order to be effective educators, we 
need to understand our students and appreciate the differences across the generations in order to 
make meaningful and bridging connections with the student cohort. Working from this perspective, this 
paper begins with an informed view of four of the living generations: Baby Boomers, Generation X, 
Generation Y and Generation Z. It then describes who they are, how they are placed in society, what 
they value and more specifically, how they value student and teacher ‘connections’ in higher education 
in an Australian context. The paper also includes a futuristic perspective of Generation Z and some 
speculation as to what they will want, need and expect from the upcoming generations of university 
educators. 
 
According to the literature (Robinson & Kakela 2006, Gillespie 2005, Pascarella & Terenzini 2005, 
Anderson & Carta-Falsa 2002, Corkery, Marshall & Zamberlan 2003, Kemp & O’Keefe 2003, Kaplan 
2000, Wachtel 1998), from interviews conducted in this research and from anecdotal evidence, the best 
teachers are those who facilitate an explorative and reflective journey for students during university to 
help them realise their potential during these formative years in their lifecycle. These teachers are the 
ones who inspire students and have a lasting impact on personal and intellectual development. As 
noted by Ayers, “I believe that life in school must be thought of as life itself, not simply preparation for 
later in life” (1993, 63). The [Australian] Carrick Institute Awards for Teaching Excellence articulate five 
selection criteria that it believes the nation’s best teachers meet (2006). These criteria offer a valuable 
platform against which to evaluate who is an effective teacher. This paper highlights those criteria and 
reviews the relevant educational literature on student-teacher connections; both critically informing my 
own educational philosophy.  
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As an institution, has the university in the 21st century lost some of its core reasons for being? “We 
seem to be witnessing the ‘post-modernisation’ of America’s entire educational enterprise, a 
revolution—or perhaps, devolution—into something that increasingly bears little resemblance to its 
past” (Sacks 1996, 120). Although noted in the American context, I purport this could be happening or 
is on its way to happening in the Australian context. As each generation of students lives the university 
experience, values shift and educators need to adapt to these generational shifts in values, whether 
they be economic, social or political. 
 
This paper emphasises the importance of ‘connection’ between the student and the teacher—an idea 
that is difficult to quantify and virtually impossible to capture into tangible measures. Connection is 
perhaps those magical moments between instructors and their students when the communication of 
knowledge and academic rigour become a two-way street; when the language between academia and 
generational verbosity are no longer convoluted, misconstrued, or misinterpreted. Gillespie’s notion of 
student-teacher connection suggests that it is a ‘place of possibility’: the “student-teacher connection 
has an inherent value for students’ learning and professional socialisation … [it] is affirming and 
transformative and a place of possibility for students” (2005, 217). I have interpreted this as potential for 
the student-teacher relationship to be bound in significant connections beginning with a desire to be 
understood. When this meeting on common-ground occurs, the student-teacher relationship has 
“personal and professional dimensions, is egalitarian, co-participative, affirming, and has a high degree 
of mutuality” (Gillespie 2005, 217, Kaplan 2000). Today’s generation of academic educators not only 
need to understand the value of connection with knowledge in the classroom and its place in society 
but also what Generation Y values about the university experience and its place in their lives.  
 
Methods 
Generation birth year rates continue to be an issue of contention amongst authors (Heath 2006, 
Huntley 2006, Salt 2006, Grose 2005, Adams 1998, Mackay 1993) based on the country of origin of the 
authors. For purposes of this paper, I have identified from Australian authors the following ranges of 
birth years from which the sample of interviewees was drawn: Baby Boomers, 1946-1961, Generation 
X, 1962-1976, Generation Y, 1977-1991 and Generation Z, 1992-present (Salt 2006, Grose 2005). Six 
in-depth interviews were conducted with a male and female from the Baby Boomer, Generation X and 
Generation Y cohorts. Interviewees were chosen based on a purposive sampling technique which 
required all participants to be Australian-born, to have attended an Australian university in a capital city 
and must have been born during the pre-determined dates of each generation to which they belong. 
Standard qualitative interview techniques and protocols were employed. Each interview lasted 
approximately one hour during which time a range of issues were discussed and certain areas of 
interest were probed that piqued my curiosity and interest. The interviews were digitally recorded and 
are used throughout this paper. This research and its methodologies were approved by the appropriate 
Human Research Ethics Advisory Panel at the University of New South Wales. ‘Notable quotables,’ 
from a male and female of the Baby Boomer, X and Y generations add a rich qualitative layer to the 
theoretical perspectives of trans-generational values of higher education and are peppered throughout 
the paper. 
 
 
The Context  
In 1998, a Canadian writer made a prediction that “by the year 2020, the institutions [organised religion, 
the nation-state, and universities] that the Boomers fought to reform will have much less significance for 
Generation X, Y and Z” (Adams 1998, 29). I would suggest that what we are witnessing and 
experiencing currently in higher education, specifically the university, reaffirms Adams’ prediction and 
perhaps the time of becoming less significant has already arrived. Jacobs’ (2005) present day 
perspective of the university suggests: “…that university educated parents or grandparents as students 
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presently in university do not realize how much the experience has changed since their own student 
days, nor do the students themselves, since they have not experienced anything else. Only faculty who 
have lived through the loss realized what has been lost” (63). The university is at a juncture now where 
the current generation of academics need to re-evaluate the student population (Anderson and Carta-
Falsa 2002). Naturally, as an educator, one draws on their own experience, but perhaps it is time to 
realise that those experiences and pedagogical approaches that were once effective may no longer be 
so; circumstances have changed dramatically and so have the students. At an atomistic level the 
current generation of academics, comprised mostly of Baby Boomers, need to re-evaluate how they are 
teaching to ensure that they are using the most appropriate techniques and being as effective as 
possible offering the current student cohort a connection to learning appropriate to their value and belief 
system. It is vital that there is a deeper level understanding of the Generation Y audience as those 
students of today are a very different breed. Educational research has highlighted and magnified the 
changes in the way people learn, think, and process information – this cannot be ignored. Generation Y 
students want more personal communication and relationships with each other and their lecturers in 
today’s university classroom; they want more than just an ‘infotainment’ style lecture because an 
exciting and visual delivery style and mode are simply assumed to be ‘standard fare’ in the classroom. 
It could possibly be that as Jacobs notes, “expansion of first-rate, faculty-memorable teachers of the 
kind the 1960s student protestors were mourning – has not kept pace with expansion of enrolments 
and courses offered; professors lack the time and energy they could once devote to personal contact 
with students” (2004, 49). As Baby Boomers now hold key academic positions, they are the only ones 
who can revive and recollect the basic tenets of an idealised university educational experience.  
 
 
Meet the Generations 
Baby Boomers  
The Baby Boomer cohort born 1946-1961 has also been called the “Me Generation,” (Salt 2006, 73, 
Maher 2005, vii, Reid, 1997, 83), the “Selfish Generation” (Grose 2005, 6), and the “Beat Generation” 
(Wikipedia 2006). These are some examples of the most highly talked about cohort of the 20th century. 
Demographers would suggest that the largest generation cohort was a result of the post-war boom; 
social commentators would suggest that they were born in the ‘right place at the right time’ and up- and 
coming pop culture writers, two generations younger, would argue that their time has expired and they 
need to step aside. For the Baby Boomers, the idea of retirement at 65 years is not on their agenda. At 
the moment they find themselves in senior management positions on top of the corporate ladder which 
some believe is creating a ‘bottleneck’ effect (Heath 2006). Others are jumping on the bandwagon of 
changing jobs and reinventing themselves; building upon a lengthy and loyal career that has given 
them credibility and stature in one field and transferring these skills to another. Unlike their younger 
colleagues a strategic plan to ‘jockey-for-position’ in an organisation is not necessary. On the other 
hand, this generation has the economic foundation that allows time for them to take a ‘brief sabbatical,’ 
do some ‘free-lancing,’ and work in high-level jobs, part-time. Additionally, the Baby Boomers are an 
integral cog in universities as well, filling influential academic and decision-making roles.  
 
They are cashed-up. When they purchased the family home it was at very reasonable price but with 
extreme value shifts in housing lifestyle in the capital cities of Australia they find themselves ‘asset rich’ 
and becoming ‘property trendsetters’ (Heath 2006, 91) which enables them to make that Sea Change 
or Tree Change move (Salt 2003, Murphy and Burnley 2004). Predictions suggest they will be spending 
their children’s inheritance travelling the world. Unlike their predecessors, “grey nomads is a term that 
will not be countenanced by the Baby Boomers when they’ve reached this stage in life; they will dump it 
in favour of something more upbeat such as ‘adventurer’ or eco-traveller’” (Salt 2006, 24). 
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From an historical perspective, when this generation were university-aged, they were anti-government, 
anti-big business, and started the environmental and women’s liberation movements. They were 
concerned with the Vietnam and Korean Wars. “They saw themselves not only as radicals but as 
idealists” (Mackay 1993, 242). They had the time to be involved with a university life. For many, it was 
what was happening at university campuses around the world that encompassed their life and afforded 
an experience of radical ideas, self-exploration and political exploitation (Baby Boomer Female 2006). 
They had a stable family structure that was typically couched in conservative familial values. I believe it 
was during their formative years that this generation saw the very start of a Western infiltration of ideas 
and consumerism—Continental Europe and the UK was a veritable playground for explorations of self 
and new ideas.  
 
Baby Boomers’ experiences of university are remembered affectionately. It was ‘a rite of passage’, an 
ideal that has slowly dwindled over the past 30 years. They could possibly be the last of their kind to 
have truly experienced a romanticised university education and the mystique of the ivory tower that 
attracted a generation for reasons beyond a credential (Jacobs 2005). “The culture of universities has 
changed an enormous amount … there were moments in Australian history when ideas were allowed to 
flourish and risks were allowed to be taken; cultural risks and intellectual risks” (Baby Boomer Female 
2006). Their university experience was reflective, contemplative, provocative and an opportunity to 
make change. It was also free-of-charge. 
 
In a few years, there will be a mass exodus from the university of Baby Boomer academics with some 
starting to exit now as a result of enticing early retirement packages. Many will argue that it is 
Generation Y that is next in line for these positions. However, it is Generation X who will be the next 
major cohort of educators—in line to educate Generation Z. 
 
Generation X  
Generation X was born 1961-1976. It was in 1991 that Douglas Coupland coined the termed for this 
group in his book Generation X: tales for an accelerated culture. They have been referred to as the “It’s 
not fair Generation” (Grose 2005, 10), the “Me, Me, Me Generation” (Maher 2005, vii) and the widely 
known “MTV Generation”. Coupland depicts what he believes this generation has experienced, 
“boomer envy—envy of material wealth and long-range material security accrued … by virtue of 
fortunate births” (1991, 21). Salt (2006) disputes some of the myths about Generation X; that they are 
job-hoppers, lazy and commitment-phobic. A Baby Boomer himself, he has said that it was this 
generation that were less conservative compared to their predecessors; they were progressive, not 
protestors and their changing values towards economics, politics and relationships contradicts what 
many have deemed a generation as ‘non-committal. Ironically, they had a commitment not to commit. 
“It is the Xers who were the true social radicals of the second half of the 20th century. Xers have, to date 
at least, valued their experiences, their relationships and the notion of transience” (Salt 2006, 278). 
 
Growing up was a confusing time for Generation X. Influence from media was burgeoning—MTV had 
hit the airwaves, AIDS was prominent, world famine was on the agenda. In America, talk shows such as 
Donahue and Oprah were opening up a whole new genre of primetime viewing options. Subjects that 
were once considered taboo were now being broadcast live. Sex was brought into the mainstream 
culture through its media attention. Technology was changing the way we lived and communicated, the 
80s was the ‘tipping point” of technological advances for the average consumer. The personal Apple 
Computer was starting to become accessible, portable, and just the very tip of the technology iceberg. 
Most Generation Xers had either graduated from university or were just completing their degree and the 
world wide web was merely something that was linked to the university; one could suggest that 
Generation X did not appreciate what was about to happen.  
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This generation had the first ‘latchkey kids’ with many growing up in single-parent households or 
coming home from school finding no one there and having to fend for themselves (Grose 2005, 10). 
This allowed them to experience a freedom from parental constraints that prior generations would never 
know. The television usually offered an exciting afternoon line-up, friends were only a phone call away 
(as long as the cord could reach the couch) and homework was self-directed. Because of this different 
familial structure and shift in women’s role working outside the home (Mackay 1993), Xers have done 
what no other generation has done before—they invented the idea of the ‘short-term lease’, on 
relationships. They were the forerunners, and experimental, in living with romantic partners before 
marriage—being able to enjoy many of the benefits of committed relationships except they had a ‘get 
out’ clause—they were not married. Marrying in one’s late 20s and early 30s, although unheard of 
before was something that this generation prided itself on.  
 
Compared to their predecessors, the motivation behind going to university was quite different for 
Generation X. In an autobiographical sketch of her university experiences, Generation Xer, Alice 
Garner recounts some of the motivations behind wanting to attend university: “I felt no pressure from 
my parents to follow any particular study or career path, but the handful of stories they passed on had 
planted a seed, an unspoken understanding that university would at some stage play a part in my 
growing up” (160). On the other hand, for reasons of practicality, going to university was partly a way in 
which to please the parents. “My parents gave me the option of either working and paying rent [at 
home] or studying. None of the jobs that I saw really interested me so I decided to go to university and 
figure out what I wanted to do” (Generation X Male 2006). This gesture was a way of showing parents 
that commitment of three years to higher education was inevitably important to the Generation Xer. It 
was also a crude reality that their future in the workforce was an issue of contention. They saw a higher 
education credential as a way to secure a future – this immediately attached a dollar value to a 
university degree. Sacks, a journalist turned academic, found that Generation X attitudes toward their 
university experience had become something much different than what he had experienced: “from what 
I had ascertained, it seemed that most students these days saw themselves as consumers and the 
teacher taking the role of the employer or service provider” (1996, 58). Motivation for educational 
commitment was starting to become bound up in ideologies of big business – good for marketing gurus, 
bad for educators. 
 
Generation X was the start of the user-pays system. University was no longer free-of-charge but it was 
still affordable for most and the pressure of on-time completion had not become the reality that it is 
today. One could attend and enjoy the university life without the worry of having to dash off to a part-
time job for survival. Unlike the instability of the family unit experienced in the 1980s, this generation 
saw the university as a comfortable place to be as well as satisfying the requirements which parents, 
society and peers saw as necessary to get into the workforce. Additionally, going to university was an 
attractive option. For those that were holding off on the commitments of marriage and a family, 
university seemed to be the likely suitor.  
 
Generation Y  
Generation Y was born 1976-1991. This generation has been tagged as, “Gen Next” (Grose 2005, 14), 
“Generation Random” (Salt 2006, 76) and the “Why Doesn’t Anyone Understand Me? Generation” 
(Maher 2005, vii.). They are considered the post-PC generation. The computer has been an appliance 
in their house since they were born and they have been using it since they could reach it. Growing up, 
they have been a part of the technology boom – mobile phones, online chatting, text messaging, 
SKYPE and Google Talk are all means by which Generation Yers are able to pursue friendships, 
peruse cyber relationships, and keep in touch with their virtual and real, extended family and friends, 
also known as, their “tribe” (Adams 1998, 35). This generation never questioned a phone functioning as 
a camera, diary, Mp3 Player, and a source for headline news, and it does not shock them to go into a 
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grocery store where ‘check out chicks don’t exist’. Words like ‘the more the better’, and ‘think globally, 
act locally’ are common sentiments for them. Generation Y has also taken refuge in the ‘non-committal’ 
movement and have adopted a mantra based on impermanence; they are on-the-go 24/7 (Grose 
2005). 
 
Generation Y are delaying their ‘rites of passage’ beyond the age of 21 as many are still living with 
parents. Like their predecessors, Generation X, they have also decided to put marriage on hold, and in 
doing so have taken co-habitation to another level, redefining parenthood in the process. Non-
traditional living arrangements and cohabitation is something that is normal to them. As their Baby 
Boomer parents are trying to escape the inevitable—getting old—the family house is being renovated, 
converted and extended to keep their Generation Y children within arms reach and themselves 
comfortably young. Both generations view this as a win-win situation; no empty-nest syndrome for the 
parents and the kids enjoy the comforts of home, for free (Grose 2005). “I suppose one of the 
experiences of going to university is living in the flats and whilst I’d love to go and live in an apartment 
close to university with people … I think I have it too good at home. I get fed, they pay for laundry, and 
they pay for the car that gets me to and from university. I’ve got it to good. Any extra money I do make 
from my part-time job is just pocket money” (Generation Y Female 2006). When this lifestyle is on offer, 
when one can stay at home, get a part-time job and have a disposable income, what is the motivation 
to move into a residence hall at university or rent a flat with friends? 
 
Generation Y’s reasons for going to university include status, future income potential, the quest for 
knowledge and the needing to know what was going on globally. To Generation Y, a university degree 
is merely a ticket to the idea of securing a good job, whether it is in Australia or abroad. For this 
generation, “the university is the means to an end” – its purpose is practical (Huntley 2006, 92). “It 
wasn’t really much of decision—I just expected it of myself, I went to a high achieving private girl’s 
school that expected everyone to go to uni. If I don’t go to uni, what was I going to end up doing with 
myself? It seemed like the logical way of doing things” (Generation Y Female 2006).  “Yers are highly 
educated and value institutionalised learning” (Huntley, 2006, 89) and those who are ambitious and 
‘pathed’, have already completed their tertiary education. For others, this may be their second or third 
year of study. They are working part-time jobs in addition to going to school. “Those who enter tertiary 
education generally have a HECS debt to pay off when they complete their courses which means 
financial independence is put on hold for many people” (Grose 2005, 124, Huntley 2006). Although 
many ‘pop culture theorists’ are talking about this cohort none have tackled the issue of higher 
education in-depth and what Generation Yers think about it. 
 
Generation Z  
Generation Z have been or will be born in 1991-2006. They have been referred to as “Generation Z”, 
(Adams 1998, 29) only for lack of a better name and “Gen M” for their ability to multi-task (Kaiser Family 
Foundation 2006). What social scientists know so far is this: the rules have changed and we are in the 
process of learning about an upcoming generation, their values, expectations, and understanding their 
world that we have created for them. This cohort is in the midst of an information overload, and it is a 
part of their life. Relatively speaking, this cohort is having a happy life. This generation is ‘seeing it all’ 
and they know nothing different. They do not know about the concept of the ‘family breakdown’ 
because ‘non-traditional family structures’ are simply a way of life for them. They are used to having 
parents with ‘partners’ or ‘significant others’ and are cognisant of the fact that partners are not 
necessarily of the opposite sex. What other generations may find surprising, Generation Z finds normal. 
Perhaps this generation will be known as the “Anything Goes Generation” because, for them, as long 
as they have a roof over their head, food in the fridge and the ability to connect to their friends, ‘all is 
good’.  
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Generation Z experience a lot of movement in their lives. They are accustomed to growing up with lots 
of people coming and going from their highly scheduled lives which extend beyond the regular school 
day. They are leading a time-blocked life (Grose 2005). Going to school has become their job. Like 
Mum and Dad, they will exit the house each morning with a backpack, instead of briefcase and debrief 
about the day’s schedule, meeting times and points, and get any last minute parental signatures. 
Perhaps motivations for extracurricular activities are to fill the time that children would be spending 
alone at home so as not to become another generation of ‘latchkey kids’. Generation Z is getting more 
interaction with adults; greater access to adult conversation and adult language. They are becoming a 
generation of kids with incredibly busy and well-connected social lives. 
 
As consumers, Gen Z is a prime target. Their influential purchase power over their parents gives the 
impression that they are informed and savvy consumers, able and ready to discuss the latest and 
greatest in technological gadgetry. They have purchase influence on the family’s consumer choices for 
items such as cars, television sets, holidays, computers, and gourmet food items (Grose 2005). Their 
skilful ability to Google, surf, download, rip, burn and sync has given them, as children, greater leverage 
in the family hierarchy. They are resourceful when it comes to finding out information and parents know 
this. Additionally, marketers have tapped into this new breed, and they have done so at a very early 
age. This new found credibility that comes with children’s contemporary knowledge has put them at the 
forefront of recognising trends and having their voice heard when it comes to the spending of the dollar. 
 
Regardless of their adult-like behaviour, Generation Z still values childhood things: child-like symbols, 
noises, images in their daily communication, games, clothes, toys, and ‘tweenie’ magazines, but they, 
on the other hand, have been exposed to bigger doses of information overload. Communication has 
taken on a new meaning for this generation at a much younger age as compared to Gen Y; friends are 
only an SMS away. Mobile phones are not just for voices—they are for instant messaging, instant 
connecting and mobile instant cameras—connect with your friends and show them what you are doing, 
real time. Essentially what Generation Z does everyone has done but they just do it in virtual and real-
time increments infiltrating every aspect of their life. Their tech-savvy language is the way in which they 
separate themselves from the adults and their own, ascribed language can be secretive and difficult to 
decode. Gen Y has the Urban Dictionary, Gen Z has emoticons. 
 
In two to three years, universities will start to see yet another generation enter into the higher-education 
system. Any speculation about Gen Z is limited because of the lack of research on this generation. 
However, it will only be through an understanding of what is being offered to this cohort and what 
challenges and opportunities they are experiencing that we will begin to understand the uniqueness 
and complexity of these up-and-coming university students. When they finish high school and enter the 
university system, there will be four generations of ideals and values infiltrating one of the oldest 
institutions in the world. How do we as educators even begin to fathom the complexity of this nexus? 
How will we know what it will take to be an effective teacher and create those significant and 
meaningful connections? 
 
Educators, Are We on the Right Track? 
“Each generation seems to reflect an ideology that fuses an otherwise amorphous and disparate group 
of people into a single set of values. Find and address the ideology and you will connect with the 
broadest possible market within each generation” (Salt 2006, 99). In order to be motivating and 
inspiring to Generation Y the rules of engagement for some teachers must change. The [Australian] 
Carrick Institute Awards for Teaching Excellence indicate five selection criteria that it believes the 
nation’s best teachers meet. If all educators adopted all of these exemplar performance criteria, the 
students would have engaging and valuable university experiences. These criteria offer a valuable 
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platform against which to evaluate who is an effective teacher for today’s students working within the 
current university context. The Carrick Institute criteria (2006, 5) are as follows: 
 

1) Approaches to teaching that influence, motivate and inspire students to learn 
2) Development of curricula and resources that reflect a command of the field 
3) Approaches to assessment and feedback that foster independent learning 
4) Respect and support for the development of students as individuals 
5) Scholarly activities that have influenced and enhanced learning and teaching 

 
As a scholar of teaching and learning and as a teacher myself, I have interpreted these five criteria and 
suggest they wholly support the idea of connections between students and teachers. Additionally, my 
own educational philosophy is underpinned by this idea of connection. In order for connections to be 
made, the teacher and student must create the space to understand and celebrate each other. In 
support of the Carrick criteria, Kemp and O’Keefe (2003, 112) suggest that the optimal teacher “should 
be technologically sophisticated, gifted communicators, riveting performers, and, just to round out the 
picture, sensitive and empathetic mentors to their students”. As Corkery et al (2003, 34-35) discovered 
in their recent research of what students want from a design teacher, the most common student 
perception of the ideal teacher is that they are “nice”, “friendly”, and are “inspiring”. From the teacher’s 
perspective, first and foremost, we must comprehend the generations at a macro level (which was 
discussed earlier in this paper) and then the individuals, as learners, at a micro level. Unpacking the 
Carrick criteria, words such as ‘motivate,’ ‘inspire’ ‘develop,’ ‘foster,’ ‘feedback,’ ‘respect’ and ‘support’ 
are found – all which epitomise connection. 
 
Motivate and Inspire  
For a generation that is desperate to be different, Generation Y wants to be around people who dare to 
be different. They are a cohort that is accepting of people and their eccentricities and they see these 
differences as something that is edgy and a-typical. While Generation Y was growing up they were 
bombarded with all forms of media trying to win them as consumers and as a result, this is not a group 
that accepts things for face-value. Generation Y appreciates the value of bringing real life expertise into 
the classroom – practical sets of skills combined with meaningful scholasticism. Authors Robinson and 
Kakela note that “students learn better when they can connect new information with what they already 
know and what is meaningful to them” (2006, 203) and Heath “…perhaps do a bit of extra work to 
present information in a way they can relate to” (2006, 196). They want to be in the presence of 
someone who has real world experience and is willing to share with them personal stories that bring 
with them emotion, different ways of thinking and an opportunity for students to find meaning and value 
in someone else’s experience. What makes teachers motivating and inspiring for Generation Y is their 
ability showcase command of the field both practically and theoretically and with passion.   
 
Personal Development 
As Fullan suggests, “teachers play a significant role in developing their students’ moral character 
(D’eon et al 2000, 154). For undergraduate students first entering the university system, it can be a 
challenging time of emotional, intellectual and social growth and the beginning of their journey into an 
adult world. Support for the students’ personal development can be viewed as growth for both the 
student and the teacher. Support commands a mutual understanding enabling students to be who they 
are; it is an opportunity for both parties to be authentic. It is in those instances in which academics find 
themselves sometimes taking on pastoral care roles that contribute positively to this aspect of the 
student-teacher connection. The connection becomes personal for both and can create yet another 
dimension to the student-teacher relationship. Ayers notes: “teaching is an interactive practice that 
begins and ends with seeing the student” (1993, 25). For the teacher, support in a student’s personal 
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development could be thought of as a stewardship role toward a younger generation; seeing them for 
who they are now and the potential they have in the future. 
 
Give Feedback? 
Being thoughtful and objective is the way to connect to Generation Y (Corkery et al 2003). Generation 
Y grew up in time that “as long as you were having fun, you were a winner”. In the United States, it was 
the years of positive reinforcement in the parenting championships. This sentiment has fallen out of 
favour with this generation and they are cognisant of the fact that, in real life, everyone is not ‘a winner.’ 
Unfortunately, the reality of marking exams and projects do not take into consideration whether or not 
the student was having fun while they were engaged doing it. What we need to do is “to provide 
individuals with the freedom to experiment and allow them to fail in that experimentation” (Salt 2006, 
81), failure is something that we cannot be afraid to allow them to experience. It is an important facet of 
the learning process; testing ones ideas and reflecting as to why they did or did not work. The Corkery 
et al study found that what Generation Y wants is quite simple; useful feedback not sugar-coated or 
abstract, and they want to know how it directly applies to them, they want teachers to “give honest 
feedback” (2003 34-35). If we are asking students to be reflective and thoughtful in their assignments, 
then we also need to do the same in the feedback that we give. It requires another level of 
communication both verbally and written whilst keeping in mind the generational differences discussed 
earlier.   
 
Respect 
Anderson and Carta-Falsa carried out a narrative study based on desired relationships between faculty 
and students. One of the themes that emerged in regard to teaching and learning was that the 
relationship between the teachers and students should be “nurturing, open, non-threatening, and 
respectful” (2002, 134). With so many options on how to express themselves visually, obviously the 
manner in which they have chosen is important to them. Face-piercing, body art, hair colour, and 
eclectic fashion sense are all ways in which they are communicating who they are and valuing these 
years in which self-expression is at its peak. Time should be taken to comment on their choice of 
individual expression in a thoughtful and creative manner and with an open mind. This is showing 
respect not only for their generation, but it also shows a genuine interest in them as a unique individual. 
The Generation Y male interviewee commented on the connection he has with one of his lecturers “She 
talks to us about our music and talks to us about things that we can relate to. That’s important because 
it helps us work better---we have a lecturer here that can not only teach us but we can relate to them” 
(2006). Acknowledging the differences in generational make-up will only lead to a better understanding 
of how to best attain a truly viable connection with this student cohort. 
 
Support Them 
Generation Y value relationships (Grose, 2005) and although they are known as being technologically 
savvy we must not forget that even they can appreciate the limits of technology. How can a teacher 
best support the Generation Y learner? We know from the literature that Generation Y is connected; to 
their friends via mobile phone, to their ipods and to the internet, however, they may just like the idea of 
being connected to kindred spirits who are not ‘so connected’. I believe that there is still an underlying 
need for a connection with this cohort that is personal, meaningful, congruent and mutual. It is their 
right as students to have good educators and it is our responsibility as teachers to be just that. “Most of 
them just lecture, say their peace, then you go—I wouldn’t go up to them for help out of class” 
(Generation Y Female 2006). Gillespie purports that the connection made between the student and 
teacher “creates a space which, in its effect, is transforming … [W]ithin this space, students are 
affirmed in who they are in the present, become aware of their potential, and are supported in personal 
and professional growth” (2005, 212). We need to support their off the wall ideas and not be 
judgemental; some of the best ideas are generated when students hear themselves say the wrong 
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thing, realise it, then go back and correct themselves; these minor setbacks need to happen. This 
reflective process experienced by the student is successful with the support and guidance from the 
teacher and can become a beneficial practise for student as learner and teacher as learner. As noted 
by Triggwell and Shale, “excellent teachers will be engaged in reflective teaching practice and are 
effective in supporting student learning” (2004, 531).  
 
 
Concluding Remarks 
The Possibilities of Connection 
Based on the discussion of what is valued by Generation Y and with what little we know thus far of 
Generation Z, university teachers will have to discover on a personal level how to be a better educator 
and ask the question: What will make the future of the student educational experience one that is 
valuable and one that is valued? As can be seen in this collection of quotes, the university experience 
of today has shifted away from an idyllic romanticised notion often being recollected as ‘the best years 
of my life’. “For me, it was a time of enlightenment” (Baby Boomer Male 2006) or a time when personal 
growth burgeoned; “my undergraduate experience was very intense, a huge cultural shift, a very steep 
learning curve, very critical for my career and a time of personal growth … the university was very much 
where I grew up” (Generation X Female 2006). For many now though, the university experience has 
merely become a process that one goes through in order to get a credential. “For me, uni is just where I 
go, I learn, I go home … for me, it really is just the place I go for a couple hours a day, I really don’t 
have any sort of connection to it” (Generation Y Female 2006).  
 
Sixteen years ago when Generation X was in the midst of their university years, Wilshire (1990) was 
asking “How does one reach across the generations and subcultures and touch students’ interests so 
that they participate willingly in a joint venture?”(22) One of his conclusions as to how this could be 
accomplished was through “engagement”. What I am suggesting is another level–connection. If 
teachers and students do not connect, university would be uninspiring and more importantly, 
ineffectual. “By creating a space for fun, interaction, and trust, teachers and students together can build 
a learning environment that promotes engagement, deep learning and meaning (Robinson and Kakela 
2006, 202). Magical things can happen when a teacher connects with their students on a level that is 
not mentioned in textbooks, manuals, workshops or student handbooks; the non-rational, the 
unexplained. When we mutually recognise, acknowledge and celebrate ideas from the other and are 
given the opportunity, encouragement and freedom to revel in the collective space we would find 
ourselves hearing things like: “the most impressive lecturer was from my Italian course, he was just 
completely eccentric, and those that studied under him were changed, freed-up” (Baby Boomer Female 
2006). Baby Boomer educators need to remember and respond; they changed the world once and they 
can do it again. “We haven’t lost the belief in that we can change the world” (Baby Boomer Female 
2006). Perhaps the future of the university should be ever increasingly grounded in significant 
relationships and connections that teachers are able and do make with their students. As educators we 
should acknowledge the opportunity we have to connect to and positively influence generations of 
university students. What the next generations will need from the university experience is something 
quite radical than what they are getting today.  
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