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F or many of those settled outside 
of the southwestern Pacific Ocean 
region, New Zealand is too often 

viewed in black and white terms. The 
country’s world-renowned national rug-
by union team, the All Blacks, has a win-
ning record against every international 
rugby team, while the pervasive sheep 
jokes can be largely attributed to the 34 
million fluffy, white critters that dwarf 
the 4.3 million human population.

The negative connotation of “sheep” 
does not apply to the University of 
Auckland IEEE Student Branch (SB), 
as its leadership has spurred a student 
membership growth of 40% over the 
last two years. Current figures cite 220 
active members who are offered the op-
portunity to participate in approximately 
ten student events every year. Although 
the branch’s executive committee 
meets at least twice a semester, 
much of the organization is con-
ducted via e-mail. The branch has 
grown to become a core social or-
ganization for students studying in 
IEEE-related fields, and students 
view membership as a great way 
to pick up professional skills, in-
dustry contacts, and to have fun, 
according to Chuan-Zheng Lee, the 2009 SB chair.

“We make ourselves visible by organizing large and highly 
anticipated social events for students in IEEE-designated 
fields,” says Lee. “Our social events are open to members 
and nonmembers alike, and we promote the benefits of 
IEEE membership at each event and encourage people to 
join. Events such as our membership drive barbeque, our 
indoor soccer tournament, and quiz night can attract over 
150 students, each eligible to join the IEEE, and each year 

we gain 80 or more new memberships 
through promotion at these events. We 
also greatly simplify the sign-up process, 
so that new and renewing members can 
pay in cash with local currency and we’re 
looking to further refine that this year.”

Providing value goes beyond fun 
and games. The Auckland SB works to 
keep members involved by constantly 
ensuring that they are receiving a bang 
for their buck in terms of benefits. New 
volunteers are regularly solicited, and the 
branch is focused on making all volun-
teers feel valued and letting them know 
how important their efforts are to the 
branch’s success. Since different volun-
teers are assigned to lead each event 
throughout the year, everyone has the 
opportunity to refine their leadership 
and management skills. Members also 

gain access to a number of activi-
ties including seminars, site visits, 
and the branch’s practice inter-
views event, which offers student 
members a chance to practice and 
receive feedback on their job inter-
view and curriculum vitae skills. 

“Our most notable achievement 
is undoubtedly the establishment 
of our annual practice interviews,” 

says Lee. “We’ve run this event since 2002, and we’ve worked 
hard to continually improve it each year, which was recognized 
when we won a Darrel Chong Student Activity Award last year.  
We’ve seen it grow in size every year, and it’s now one of our 
cornerstone events.”

The event involves approximately 70 IEEE student members 
conducting practice job interviews with industry profession-
als from 20 leading local and international technology firms. 
Participants have an opportunity to refine their job  interview 
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The University of Auckland Student Branch executive committee 
thanks volunteers for a great year during its end of the year dinner.

Students queueing to sign up at the annual 
membership drive/BBQ.
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skills and attend a social function follow-
ing the event, where students are able to 
mingle with a wide range of local and in-
ternational employers. Students gain the 
benefit of a more personal level of contact 
with industry professionals and are able 
to learn valuable management and leader-
ship skills. 

Riddle me this
The branch connects with students 

via a membership drive that provides free 
barbeque and an indoor soccer tourna-
ment for all member and nonmember stu-
dents from the Department of Electrical 
and Computer Engineering, each of which 
draws approximately 100 students per 
year. While food and sport are two enticing options, the SB 
also holds events that cater more to the intellect. Its leadership 
workshop is held by IEEE Senior Member and management 
specialist Loreen Ozolins and runs as a joint venture between 
the SB and the newly formed Auckland University of Technol-
ogy SB to encourage continued leadership growth. The job 
skills seminar is free for all students, and advice is tailored to 
students studying in the electrical/computer engineering or 
computer science fields and is held when students are seeking 
summer and graduate employment.

In an effort to inspire freshmen, the branch recently add-
ed a tour of the Part IV Projects Exhibition to its calendar. 
The tour involves volunteers from the SB taking more than 
100 first-year engineering students on 
a tour of the Electrical and Computer 
Engineering Department’s fourth-year 
(senior) projects exhibition. The goal 
is to encourage students, who choose 
specializations at the end of first year, 
to consider majoring in electrical, com-
puter, or software engineering by see-
ing the types of projects on which they 
can work. Inspiration for upperclass-
men student members is often realized 
through various field trips. Past trips 
have included visits to the radio broad-
casting facility atop New Zealand’s 
tallest building, the Skytower, a visit to 
appliance manufacturing giant Fisher & 
Paykel, and outings to electricity sub-
stations under Auckland’s streets.

Lurking beneath New Zealand’s 
largest city, however, is no match for 
the mind-bending might of quiz night. “Although profes-
sional events such as our practice job interviews workshop 
are popular, the culture here in New Zealand lends itself 
very well to socially oriented activities such as quiz nights,” 
Lee explains. “We usually get a turnout of around 130 stu-
dents. We’ve been lucky to have a quizmaster who is a 
well-known lecturer and a very capable and entertaining 
public speaker.”

This competitive evening is set in the style of a pub quiz 
(also known in some areas a live trivia) and is organized 
entirely by the SB, including all question writing. It has 

 become a highly anticipated event comprised of participants 
who are split into 15–20 teams.  Teams attempt to answer a 
range of engineering- and nonengineering-related questions 
such as “What is the meaning of the word ‘callipygian’?” and 
“What is the fourth fundamental circuit element, after resis-
tors, capacitors and inductors?” The pub quiz has helped to 
promote the branch as a core organization for students and 
is excellent for branch publicity, Lee adds.

Fellowship of the spring
Plans for the future have yet to be finalized as the uni-

versity is still in the infancy of its academic year, but Lee 
says that the branch is high on initiating an outreach pro-

gram geared toward high school stu-
dents, which would aim to encourage 
young students to consider careers in 
technology. Members have also been 
kicking around the idea of creating a 
computer gaming tournament as a so-
cial event.

Regardless of the endeavor, the un-
derlying effort is to create a branch 
that involves members and creates a 
sense of community. It is that sense of 
belonging that gives branch activities 
a lively spark, and it is ultimately what 
will link them to the IEEE, Lee says.

“This is a real challenge because 
there are so many demands on engi-
neering students’ time—not just study, 
but many are involved in other clubs 
and activities,” Lee admits. “Solutions 
to help foster this level of engagement 

never come easily, but we have made a start by allowing 
members to pay their dues in local currency without need-
ing a credit card and by introducing social events as an in-
tegral part of our calendar. Some further major initiatives 
we have this year are to streamline our membership proce-
dures, make our Web site more lively and—as is common 
practice with groups at our university—to use a Facebook 
group to communicate with our members.”

  —Craig Causer is the managing editor 
of IEEE Potentials.

The quizmaster challenges students to put their brains to the test at the highly 
anticipated IEEE quiz night.

During a field trip, SB members enjoy the 
view atop Auckland’s Sky Tower. At 328 m, 
it’s the largest man-made structure in 
New Zealand.
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