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This paper examines recent literature and research into business students’ experiences in cooperative education 
placements with a view to exploring their experiences and learning of professional ethics.  In recent times, the 
business world has been rocked by scandals such as Enron, WorldCom and Parmalat.  At the heart of these 
business collapses is the realization that the business world has fallen short in terms of professional and business 
ethics. As cooperative education students enter the workforce for the first time, they have the opportunity to 
learn from their colleagues’ and mentors’ attitudes and behaviors that will influence them for a life time.  These 
may be positive strong attitudes to ethical behavior and practice or poor attitudes and questionable practices.  
This examination of the recent literature and research will serve as a foundation for a small research project into 
students learning and experiences of professional ethics in their cooperative education placements. 
 

Introduction 
 

The relationship between business and ethics is not always an easy one.  The desire to make a profit 
and the need to act ethically are not always compatible.  In recent times, the business world has been 
rocked by scandals such as Enron, WorldCom and Parmalat.  At the heart of these business collapses 
is the public realization that the business world has fallen short in terms of professional and business 
ethics.  As educators we have a responsibility to ensure our business graduates and new professionals 
are trained to recognize ethical dilemmas, develop moral reasoning skills and have the courage to act 
ethically. Even if we achieve this, does business want ethical graduates?  Can the cooperative 
education placement encourage development of moral courage in our graduates and new 
professionals? 
 

Students, Ethics, the Professions and Business 
 
While the professions, such as accounting and law, set codes of conduct and professional standards 
for their members, the broader business community can ignore and give scant regard to ethics.  
Disciplines such as marketing, human resource management, and finance do not have the same 
professional standards as accountants and lawyers.  It is easier for the accounting student to identify 
the standards expected for them as they enter their profession for the first time, than the new 
marketing assistant.  Further professions continue to educate graduates with professional exams and 
continuing education programs.  Graduates of non-professions are less likely to have further ethical 
training after graduation.  However, there is no doubt that all business people, including professionals 
find there are ethical issues and situational pressures at work (Tamminen, 1996). 

Professions have high expectations of their members including recent graduates. Accountants 
and lawyers have always ensured their professions were based on strong ethical codes.  These codes 
are published, available to the public and disciplinary action may be taken against members for 
breaches of the codes. Professions and professionals are distinguished from general business people 
by the speciality of their work.  There is recognition of professionals' social obligation to apply their 
skills and wisdom for the general benefit of the community.  Such skills and wisdom require the 
practice of independent judgment and adherence to codes of ethics (Clarke et al., 1997; Guy et al., 
2003). 

It is these values, rules, knowledge, skills and practices that differentiate a profession from 
other business activities.  Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi and Damon, (2001) distinguish between 
individual practitioners of a profession, domains of a profession, where knowledge, practice and 
ethical values are shared, and fields, where men and women actually practice a domain's procedures.  
Domains and fields are protected and defended by expert practitioners, who ‘gatekeep’ the profession.  
Business students who enter their profession for the first time, engage with both the domain and the 
field.   
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Gatekeepers provide essential information to new practitioners, explaining the standards and 
expectations of the profession.  Individual practitioners demonstrate the practice of the professionals 
work. For students, who are trying to make meaning of their profession and their place within it, both 
gatekeepers and individual practitioners are highly influential.  Our students observe their colleagues 
and managers at work and they influence their own behavior in the current placement and for many 
years in their professional work.  Surprisingly, ethical behavior does not often appear in the generic 
competencies of students in business degrees (Groenewald, 2004) or in employer surveys of desired 
generic competencies of employers, business students or graduates (Hodges & Burchell, 2003; 
Rainsbury et al., 2002).  While the community may have high expectations of professionals, 
employers are seeking entirely different skills and attributes.  Although employers seek technical and 
soft skills from graduates they do not expressly identify the need for ethical behavior and attributes.  
There appears to be a division between the expectations of the community and the expectations of the 
employer.   

Developing the moral business person is not easy, and while universities and polytechnics 
have some responsibility for teaching ethics they do not focus on developing students for ethical 
action. After graduation, most ethical education takes place within the businesses and organizations 
(Andrews, 2003; Jones & Hiltebeitel, 1995; Lave, 1991b).  Daloz Parks (1993) explains that an 
interpersonal ethic of trustworthiness and mutual accountability is essential but not sufficient for 
ethical management.  Something more is needed.  She suggests graduates need moral courage, to not 
only know what is good, but how to act.  This requires attention to educating and training students to 
both reason and act within a social formation at work and in their communities.  Teaching and 
encouraging students to reflect develops their reasoning skills.  The challenge for educators is to 
provide the space and the opportunity for students to practice ethical action.  Cooperative education 
placements and the mentoring relationships are opportunities within business education to develop 
both the critical reflection and encourage ethical action within a social context. 

McFarlane, Ricks and Field (1999) acknowledge the educators responsibility to teach students 
how to make good ethical decisions at work.  In their research they divided ethical issues into two 
categories. Firstly, they identified professional standards issues, such as accommodation of 
exceptions, harassment, inappropriate practice and interpersonal conflict.  Secondly, they identified 
moral/ethical reasoning issues, such as personal/professional conflict, balancing conflicting needs, and 
recognition of ethical dilemmas.  It appears easier to teach students about professional rules and codes 
of conduct, which address professional standards issues, than it is to empower them to manage 
moral/ethical issues at work. The later are more complex and may involve the need for action, which 
may be unpopular and unrewarded at work.  Students need opportunities to practice ethical action to 
develop moral reasoning skills and to increase confidence in their own abilities. 

Research across four different professional cultures indicates that ethics is linked to national 
culture, and while accounting students may have awareness of some ethical issues they are not fully 
aware of ethical issues, or capable of ethical decision-making or ethical action (Agacer, 1997).  
Recent research indicates accounting students are not developing ethical awareness as students in 
other disciplines with similar socio-economic backgrounds.  Dellaportas et al. (2006) suggests that 
accounting education inhibits progression because of the emphasis on rules based thinking rather than 
developing moral cognitive development.  In recent years ethical decision-making models have 
provided a new focus for ethics in business education.  Guy (1990)and Nash (1990), developed 
models for professionals, business people and business students when faced with ethical dilemmas.  
The models themselves provide frameworks for decision-making.  However, they often assume 
shared moral values rather that recognition of the personal nature of moral decision-making.  The 
models themselves do not necessarily encourage ethical action.  

Bodaracco, (2003) explains that ethics develops through defining moments in which 
professional responsibilities conflict with personal values.  These moments provide opportunities for 
inspired action and personal growth for professionals and business people.  Again the cooperative 
education placement provides the opportunity to experience some defining moments while a safety 
net, of mentoring and supervision, is still in place.  Sadly, many people leaving business careers often 
complain that they were forced to give up the values and purposes that led them to choose business 
careers and workplaces in the first place (Damon, 2004).  Many of these people were professionals, 
who professions failed to given them the ethical training and the moral courage to do what is right and 
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good in a business setting.  Training in rules, codes of conduct and ethical decision-making models, is 
not enough.  New professionals and new business people need preparation for working life.  It is the 
opportunity to practice, to reflect and to be mentored that provides the training for moral courage. 
 

Opportunities for Developing Moral Courage in Cooperative Education Placements 
 
How students learn in cooperative education placements is of great interest to researchers.  Piaget’s 
cognitive development theory (Piaget, 1985), Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977), and 
Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model theories (Kolb, 1984) explore the sociocultural context of 
learning and find a complex set of  challenges.  Researchers have focused on exploring the learning 
environment, and the unique relationships and circumstances which encourage learning within a 
social context. Kolb (1984) acknowledged the value of learning outside the classroom, where there 
are new challenges to practice and reflect on their outcomes.  Bandura explored how students learn 
from others, both by instruction and observation.  The sociocultural context of learning highlights the 
roles colleagues and workplace mentors in student learning in cooperative education placements. 

It is widely accepted by educationalists that cooperative education placements provide a 
unique and valuable learning experience for students.  Most cooperative education placements provide 
students with a range of personal experiences which relate to and integrate with their prior academic 
experiences, allow for participation in the workplace and include supervision by the host organization 
and the academic institution (Kumar, 1996; Wilson, 1987).  The workplace both welcomes and 
encourages the student to participate in the adult world of work (Daloz Parks, 2001).  Within the work 
environment are “real world” processes, people and problems with which the student can engage.  
Learning becomes less theoretical and distant to more practical and contextual (Lave, 1991).  Students 
become aware of the social context of their work, and its role in society.  For the first time students 
engage as new practitioners in their chosen professions. Students enter communities of practice, in 
which, as Lave (1991a) explains, learning is situated in communities of practice, where all 
participants engage in social activity based around learning, thinking and knowing.  They all share 
common constructs of their work. 

When students engage in meaningful work within the social context of the workplace, they 
experience the best of deep learning.  Students transform their information and ideas into personal 
knowledge and understanding (Entwistle, 2000).  Piaget, (1985) describes the cooperative education 
student as being de-stabilised as they encounter new knowledge, skills and experiences.  As they re-
stabilize and regain their equilibrium they internally process their learning experiences.  The 
cooperative education experience is a deeper one than that of the classroom learning experience, 
providing opportunities for both critical reflection and critical discourse (Van Gyn & Grove-White, 
2004).  Students acknowledge the personal development benefits of the placement including 
development of interpersonal skills, personal development, better understanding career perspective, 
increased awareness of the relevance of their studies, improvements in both technical skills and 
expertise (Comerford, 2004).  Students acknowledge they learn more deeply by integrating classroom 
knowledge with real world experiences.  As Kolb (1984), cooperative students engage in a process of 
encountering new situations and problems, of reflecting on their experiences, and drawing out their 
new learning.  The process of reflection is extremely important and allows students to order their 
thinking and make sense of the chaos of their new experiences (Alfred, 2002; Moon, 1999) .  

Most cooperative education courses encourage and foster student reflection through learning 
journals, formal mentoring, or reflective essays/reports.  The academic supervisor is uniquely placed 
to challenge the student assumptions and thinking (Zachary, 2000).  In this process the students have 
the opportunity to develop life long skills of reflection and commitment to improving professional 
practice.  Part of this process is developing moral reasoning skills and finding moral courage.  The 
relationships students form with mentors and colleagues is at the heart of their learning in their 
placements.  Mentors and colleagues are hugely influential in forming student attitudes to work. In 
cooperative education, mentors are a valuable resource, allowing the aims of significant learning, and 
optimum student performance to be achieved by students.  Within the mentor-mentee relationship 
which provides guidance, support and appropriate challenges, students experience flow 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996).  Flow enables students to work at a higher level of competence, and engage 
in transformational learning in which students reject assumptions of the past and develop new 
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perspectives (Mezirow, 1998).  The mentor provides an environment for student learning, fostering 
learning, and developing a unique person.   

As cooperative education students enter the workforce for the first time, students will 
encounter a range of ethical dilemmas which challenge their personal values and moral reasoning 
skills.  From these experiences they have the opportunity to observe their colleagues and mentors 
attitudes and behaviors.  These observations and reflections are likely to influence their values and 
their actions for a life-time (Lave & Wenger, 1991b).  These may be positive strong attitudes to 
ethical behavior and practice or poor attitudes and questionable practices.   
 

A Possible Research Project? 
 
The prior research into business ethics and the need to foster moral courage in graduates in new 
professionals identifies an interesting and challenging topic.  As educators we should ensure our 
students are prepared for the world of work in all aspects, including moral development.  The 
proposed research project will explore the ethical learning opportunities in the cooperative education 
placements in a business degree with 6 majors.  At the end of their placements students will have had 
the opportunity to experience and reflect.  Students may have revisited a particular ethical dilemma 
two or three times, in journals, meetings with mentors and reflective essays before they are 
interviewed for the research.  In the process they will have considered the ethical standards of their 
profession (if relevant), observed colleagues and mentors actions, possibly considered and used an 
ethical model for decision-making.  The students may have taken action, and demonstrated moral 
courage, reflected on the consequences, and made meaning of the outcomes.  The student experiences 
provide rich data to explore. 

The ethical questions used in the student interviews will be based on the shared values 
identified by Guy (1990).  She identified a number of basic and shared values, which are found in 
both personal and business ethics.  These include caring, honesty, accountability, promise keeping, 
pursuit of excellence, loyalty, fairness, integrity, respect for others and responsible citizenship.  Guy 
(1990) concludes that these values have survived the ages, are shared among professions and cultures 
alike.  These values are applicable to professional and non-professional students.  They provide a 
good starting point to converse with our students and explore how they develop their moral courage at 
work. 
 

Conclusion 
 
Clearly, the community does want ethical graduates, professionals and business people.  The 
cooperative education placement is a unique and valuable learning experience, not only in aspects of 
developing technical and interpersonal skills, but also in the development of values and ethical 
behaviors.  Students are not immune from experiencing ethical dilemmas and observing the actions 
and behaviors of others (both ethical and unethical).  The placement provides a unique learning 
opportunity, and an environment in which to learn about ethics, practice ethical decision-making, and 
engage in ethical action.  The cooperative education model supports and encourages ethical behavior 
through the mentoring model.  
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Abstract 
 
This paper elaborates some conceptual foundations for considering the role of workplace experiences in lifelong 
learning. Premised on a view of lifelong learning as ontogenetic development (i.e., individuals’ development across 
their lifespan), and emphasizing the key role of inter-psychological processes (i.e., those negotiated between the 
individual and social world), the paper proposes a means to understand the processes of learning arising through 
workplace experiences and its implications for co-operative education.  Using case studies of individuals’ learning 
throughout working life and school students’ engagement in paid work, the interdependent basis of this development is 
elaborated.  That is, on the one hand, how workplaces and educational institutions afford opportunities for participation 
and learning, and on the other how individuals elect to engage with what is afforded them.  Some speculations are then 
provided about particular learning outcomes arising from workplace experiences of these kinds.  Following this, the 
implications are advanced for the integration of experiences in workplaces and educational institutions, such as in 
cooperative education. In conclusion, the significance of individuals’ experiencing of cooperative education across both 
workplaces and educational institutions is emphasized, as is the importance of pedagogic practices to realize the 
potential of both kinds of learning experiences and, importantly the augmentation of those experiences through their 
integration. 
 
 

Work and Lifelong Learning 
 
Cooperative education is all about attempting to integrate learning experiences within educational 
institutions with settings outside, such as workplaces, with the aim of the developing capacities in 
participating students to be effective in settings outside of educational institutions.  In this way, it seeks to 
develop robust knowledge able to be applied in settings other than those in which the knowledge is generated 
(i.e., the particular workplace or educational institution).  As such, this purpose is central to an implicit goal 
of education: to assist individuals be effective in their lives outside of educational programs and institutions. 
In achieving this goal, cooperative education does not necessarily privilege the contributions of educational 
settings over those in workplaces, although most of its advocates and practitioners likely work within 
educational institutions.  Instead, it values the distinct contributions of both settings, but mostly it values 
their effective integration.  In this way, much attention is given to how best to integrate and build upon the 
distinct experiences provided in both settings, and these includes ambitious, but potentially perilous, attempts 
to co-ordinate and manage experiences across both settings.  All this is most worthy work and reflects 
concerns about the kinds of contributions provided by each of these settings.  

In this way, cooperative education continues a tradition of considering curriculum, educational 
provisions and pedagogy in terms of place or setting, yet importantly places the learner in a central role (e.g., 
Furco, 1996) while other conceptions and traditions tend to privilege the educational setting and institution. 
Curriculum, for instance, is often seen as something which is ‘intended’ and ‘enacted’ in a particular 
educational setting.  Hence, the focus is on the kind of experiences that are provided to students and learners 
for and by the school (Marsh & Willis, 1995).  Many curriculum and regulatory frameworks similarly focus 
on the content and provisions in educational institutions (e.g., the capacities of teachers).  However, from 
such perspectives there may be less emphasis on the ‘experienced curriculum’, what sense students made of 
what is intended and enacted.  Similarly, educational institutions and workplaces are referred to respectively 
in terms of their formalisms.  Those that occur in educational institutions are usually authorized and 
validated, legitimated if you like, by the existence of a written syllabus, trained teachers and institutional 
apparatus of education.  Conversely, workplaces albeit erroneously and imprecisely are often termed 
‘informal’ learning environments, because the attributes that legitimize practices with an educational
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institutions are seemingly absent (i.e., no syllabus, teachers, deliberate instructional practices.  Yet, 
regardless of the merits of these kinds of arguments, a focus on the quality of educational provisions 
premised on the kinds of locations (i.e., formal or informal) denies the important contributions of individuals 
to educational provisions (Billett, 2002, 2006a).  That is, by focusing on the institutional qualities alone (i.e., 
formal or informal), there is a denial of important role that individuals as learners play in these learning 
settings.  Ultimately, curriculum can only really be valued in terms of what learners’ experience and construe 
and construct from it.  

Similarly, pedagogic practices are usually considered in terms of teacherly qualities, instructional 
strategies or design and the like.  When personal contributions are considered it is usually in terms of 
learning style or preference and how these might best fit the available instructional strategies.  This then 
leads to the complicated task of simultaneously catering to the array of individual learning preferences. Less 
often is the idea of personal pedagogic practices raised.  That is to understand and privilege the key role of 
individuals’ agentic and constructive learning processes in conceptions of pedagogy: as being about learning 
rather than teaching.  The exception here, is of course, the current lifelong learning agendas in which 
governments and employers are seeking to marshal individuals’ learning to secure social and economic goals 
(Field, 2000) through emphasizing adults’ need to maintain competence throughout their working life.  Yet, 
this is paralleled by the growing imperative in countries with western style economies for individuals to 
‘help themselves’ as governments seeks to ‘enable’ individuals, rather than provide for them (Edwards, 
2003).  Yet, beyond these important pragmatic goals there is little discussion about individuals’ agency and 
pedagogic practice.  

The point here is that conceptions and considerations of curriculum, educational arrangements and 
pedagogy tend to privilege the settings and places that afford experiences for individuals and, in doing so, 
render posterior the important role of individuals in the process of learning: that is, making meaning, 
construing and constructing knowledge from what they experience.  This privileging also reflects strong 
emphasis within theories of learning on the contributions of institutional practices and settings to learning 
(e.g., communities of practice, activity systems, situated cognition etc.).  The agency of the individual does 
not feature strongly in any of these conceptions, except perhaps as an actor who is ensnared within a 
particular set of situated social practices, or as but one of many elements of a situated learning experience. 
Agency in these theorizes is ascribed to the setting and the social practice, not the individuals who act within 
them.  Of course, the contributions of these settings are important and, in many instances, indispensable. In 
particular, in the learning of vocational practice, provide important contributions to individuals’ learning 
through their affordances (i.e., their invitations to participate – access and support) and potential to access the 
particular knowledge that can be located within them.  Yet, a focus primarily upon settings fails to provide 
the complete picture of learning or the potential of educational institutions and practices.  Even social 
theorists who emphasize the significance and centrality of social structures are cautious about claims that the 
contributions of physical and social settings themselves can be understood without consideration of the 
individuals who engage with them.  For instance, (Berger & Luckman, 1966) suggest that even for those 
willingly engaging with the suggestion of the social there will be variations in how they conceive the 
universe.  These variations are held here as being the product of personal histories and agency and the 
complex of factors that mediate individuals’ learning. Indeed, humans are perhaps distinct in possessing 
capacities for reflective self-evaluation (Taylor, 1985) and exercise of reflexivity (McLaren, 1997) that free 
us from some forms of subjugation.  While both Valsiner (1994) and Bhaskar (1998), acknowledge the 
ubiquity of social influence, they also emphasize the relatedness between individuals’ interests and goals, 
and those comprising the social suggestion.  This shapes how individuals engage in inter-psychological 
processes – those between the social world and themselves.  Indeed, the cultural psychologist Valsiner 
(1998) proposes that “most of human development takes place through active ignoring and neutralization of 
most of the social suggestions to which the person is subjected in everyday life” (p. 393).  This is essential to 
buffer individuals’ personalities from the demands of the social suggestions comprising the immediate 
experience. He continues:  

Hence, what is usually viewed as socialisation efforts (by social institutions or parents) is necessarily 
counteracted by the active recipients of such efforts who can neutralise or ignore a large number of such 
episodes, aside from single particularly dramatic ones. (Valsiner, 1998, p. 393)  

 
Educational provisions, including cooperative education, can be seen as fundamentally being about – 
offering individuals an invitation to change.  There can be no certainty that invitation will be accepted, or 
accepted in the way that the intended and enacted curriculum proposes. Hence, to understand educational 
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processes it is helpful to employ key theoretical devices to understand, on the one hand, the affordances – 
invitational qualities of education institutions and workplaces – for those who participate in them, and also, 
on the other hand, how individuals elect to engage with what is afforded them.  However, this necessitates a 
focus on how individuals’ engage with what is afforded them in workplace and educational settings.  
Importantly, in efforts to integrate the experiences of these two settings, it is necessary to understands how 
individuals make sense of what they encounter.  Again, this is not to deny important contributions of the 
experiences afforded by workplaces and educational institutions within cooperative education, but to bring 
centre stage the important contributions, perspectives and ways of engaging that comprises individual’s 
participation and contributions to their learning.  Also, this is not to suggest or impose a highly 
individualized phenomenological perspective that denies contributions of institutional (social) and brute 
facts, but to acknowledge the dual contributions of place and the personal, but to give emphasize the role that 
individuals play in negotiating with the social and brute world in their thinking and acting, and, hence, 
learning.  The central argument is that learning through engagement with the social world in settings such as 
educational institutions and workplaces comprises a duality of affordances and engagement.  Without 
understanding and accounting for how individuals engage with what is afford them, concepts of curriculum, 
educational provisions and pedagogy for cooperative education will remain incomplete.  In seeking to 
integrate the contributions of educational institutions and workplaces, it is necessary to account for the 
particular imperatives of both of these settings (i.e., their intentions and enactments) as well as how 
individuals’ personal histories or ontogeneses shape how they make sense of these experiences.  These are 
elaborated here using studies of learning through work and school students’ learning about working life 
through reflecting on their paid part-time work experiences. 

In advancing this case, this paper is structured as follows.  Firstly, the conceptual basis for 
considering individual development across the life course – ontogenetic development – is described and 
elaborated, as are the processes of learning that sustain it.  Here also, a consideration of both personal and 
social contributions learning is discussed, as are other relationships between the two. These are proposed as a 
relational interdependence (Billett, 2006c), and the centrality of personal agency and intentionality in 
individuals learning is drawn out in these discussions. Following this, two case studies of how individuals’ 
negotiate their learning are presented.  These are a case study of the learning practices of small-business 
followed by a case study which encourages students to reflect on their paid part-time work in order to 
understand working life beyond school.  While both address issues of affordances and engagement in 
learning, the second also offers a way of thinking about integrating workplace experiences into the 
curriculum within educational institutions.  This is then followed by a consideration of the integration of 
learning experiences from the perspective of a learner, more than the institutional facts that constitute the 
workplace and educational institutional setting. Finally, an attempt is made to advance implications for 
cooperative education. 
 

Ontogenetic Development as Lifelong Learning 
 
There is a growing consensus across theories of learning that the contributions to and processes of learning 
are not reserved for particular settings, such as educational institutions.  Post-behaviorism, there has become 
an acceptance of learning as an active and constructive process in which individuals play in agentic role.  
Towards the end of the 19th century Baldwin (1894) identified that individuals were selective and 
discriminating in how they make sense of what they experienced, one basis for that active engagement with 
the social world was to expect uncertainty rather than uniformity when engaging with the social world. This 
active and constructive approach to learning was also captured in the developmental theories of Piaget 
(1968) through processes of accommodation and assimilation in which individuals, respectively, construct 
new learning and new categories of knowledge from they encounters around them and also reinforced and 
refined what they learnt through other kinds of experiences.  Importantly, these processes are part of 
everyday thinking and acting.  They are not reserved for intentional learning interludes, such as those offered 
by educational institutions. Instead, according to cognitive theories, individuals’ sense making are directed 
agentically to secure equilibrium (Piaget, 1968) or viability from what they encounter (von Glasersfeld, 
1987). From these views, individuals are constantly seeking to understand novel aspects of what they 
experience and also reinforce what they know through subsequent experiences in order to maintain their 
equilibrium.  The point here is that it is individuals are seeking to makes sense of what they experience, both 
agentically and on the basis of what they have previously experienced.  Here, Valsiner and van der Veer’s 
(2000) concept of premediate experiences – those that came earlier and from which they have learnt – stands 
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as being more than prior knowledge, it is fundamental to how we, as humans, engage in the process of 
making sense of the world we encounter, in both its brute and social forms.  The importance of individuals’ 
gaze as making sense of the world and the role of the kinds of discourses that we have access to make sense 
of what we experience (Billett, in press). 

Social constructivists (e.g., Rogoff, 1995) and anthropologists (Lave, 1993; Pelissier, 1991) also 
emphasize this ongoing process of making sense and learning, through participating in activities and 
interactions, although emphasizing strong social links and legacies through these processes.  Such theorists 
also point to the moment by moment process of learning that occur through individuals engaging in the 
social world and with social practices.  In particular, Scribner (1985) and later Rogoff (1990) referred to the 
process of moment-by-moment learning or microgenetic development that occurs as individuals engaging 
conscious thinking and acting, and secure legacies arising from that learning. Importantly, this microgenetic 
development is shaped through engagement with the kinds of goal directed activities and contributions of 
social practice and situational factors in which that learning occurs.  However, importantly this process is not 
about socialization – the uncritical appropriation of knowledge encountered socially.  Instead, the evidence 
suggests that individuals construct their own versions in making sense of what they experience and that 
construction is reshaped by not just the immediate circumstances but also by the individuals prior or pre-
mediate experiences (Billett, 2003).  In this way, the ongoing process of thinking, acting, and learning 
reshaped through intersection between what the social circumstances affords and how the individual comes 
to construe and construct that affordance premised on their existing ‘cognitive experience’ (Valsiner, 2000).  

In this way, the ongoing process of learning can be seen as a negotiation between the social and 
cognitive experience, yet guided by the individuals’ prior experience.  Importantly, this suggests that rather 
than each circumstance or situation being some distinct process of negotiation that, individuals and 
immediate experience mediates what is experienced.  Yet, through these negotiations individuals’ cognitive 
experience is transformed by these negotiations leading to particular and potentially idiosyncratic ways of 
making sense of the world. Hence, the personal construal and what shapes it play an important role in their 
cognition and learning.  Central to these is the focus and intensity of individuals’ engagement and learning 
(Billett et al., 2005b). Individuals are selective about what activities they engaging and degree of effort they 
apply to those activities.  Goodnow (1990) noted that humans not only solve problems, they also decide what 
problems are worth solving.  So, the same circumstances may elicit quite different responses from 
individuals depending upon their backgrounds interests or what the circumstance offers to them. Echoing 
here are Baldwin’s comments from over 100 years ago about the selectivity of individual cognition.  

This selectivity and negotiation in individuals’ construction of knowledge is central to contemporary 
theorizing within the social cultural project.  In particular, Vygotskian inspired theories of learning suggests 
that, because much of what is learnt is derived in the social world, that individuals engage in inter-
psychological processes – those between individual and social world, which then lead to intra-psychological 
outcomes as permanent or semipermanent legacies of those processes.  Central to these processes are the 
relations between the personal and social contributions to learning, which necessarily feature the agency of 
the social world (i.e., the social suggestion or press, gift of the social) and the intentionality of the personal. 
The social suggestion or press can offer its gift through a battery of social suggestion such as in Bourdieu’s 
(1991) concept of habitus in ways that have greater or lesser potency depending upon the institutional 
arrangements. Conversely, individuals will deploy their agency with particular intents and degree of effort 
(Billett et al., 2005a).  Yet, the key mediating factors, except in the most forceful kinds of experiences, is the 
intentionality of individuals and how and where they direct their construals and constructions of what they 
encounter.  For instance, in one study a group of coal miners were offered additional safety training by mine 
management (Billett, 2001).  However, these workers rejected that training because they believed this to be 
an attempt by management to transfer the responsibility for a safe working environment from management to 
these workers.  

All this is simply to suggest that individuals’ participation in educational arrangements and their 
taking up of the invitation to change is premised as much on their agency, concepts and ways of engaging 
with the world as the settings in which they engage.  Therefore, when considering educational provision such 
as cooperative education, it is necessary to understand the premises from which individuals engage in and 
what they learn through these experiences.  To illustrate and elaborate these conceptions, I would briefly like 
to discuss some case studies of learning through work. 
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Case Study One:  Workplace Learning 
 
From a series of studies of workers’ learning through and for work in a range of industry sectors(e.g., 
mining, second processing, transport, retail, administration, hairdressing, hospitality, food production), it is 
possible to identify a set of factors contributing to how individuals learn through everyday work activities. 
Key contributions to this learning appear to include: (i) Individuals’ engagement in the goal-directed 
activities within the workplace; (ii) the kinds of direct guidance they get from other workers; and (iii) the 
indirect guidance they secure from participating in work and interacting with others and the workplace 
(Billett, 2001).  The potency of each of these contributions is in some ways premised on the affordances of 
the workplace and individuals’ engagements in those activities (Table 1).  This table depicts the relational 
bases of these contributions through a consideration of how these contributions are afforded and engaged. 
For instance, the degree by which individuals are invited to engage in particular kinds of activities and 
interactions and are either supported in or inhibited from participating in activities that are prized or lead to 
securing valued knowledge, does much to shape their access to work-related knowledge.  Yet, in addition, 
and conversely, how individuals elect to engage in workplace activities, the focus of their intentional 
engagement and the degree of effort they deploy in undertaking these tasks will have also have particular 
legacies in terms of what they learn through their participation in work activities.  So, the particular interests 
and imperatives of both the workplace and individual workers will, in different ways and by different degree, 
shape the learning that arises through participation.  

The second of these three kinds of contributions – direct guidance – is very much premised on the 
willingness and competence of others to provide direct guidance to less experienced workers.  However, 
there is again the factor of how individuals elect to engage with the guidance being afforded them.  This 
includes the degree by which individuals engaged with the more experts or experience co-worker will impact 
upon how and what they learn, including the perceptions of the competence of the more experienced partner. 
In one study (Billett, 2000), one worker refused to engage with his workplace appointed mentor, claiming 
that he knew more about his work practices than his mentor.  Consistently, this worker then reported through 
a series of interviews and responses to critical incidents, that much of his learning as a workplace of the 
product of his own agency.  Regardless of the truth of this worker’s assertion, the point is that even when 
direct work guidance is available, individuals will make judgments about the pertinence, credibility and 
utility of that guidance and also the consequences for their sense of self in such engagement.  Rightly or 
wrongly, they may either accept or reject that guidance on the basis of their appraisal of its worth. So, even 
where there is direct guidance by a more experienced or expert co-worker, individuals still plays a significant 
role in engaging with and mediating that guidance.  

The third of these key contributions – indirect guidance – is very much premised on the individual 
engaging with the physical and social contributions of the workplace, observing and listening, utilizing 
models, clues and cues about work performance that are available in the workplace.  Their availability is not 
always objective or equally accessible.  Individuals may or may not be able to engage in the discourse of the 
workplace, and will utilize in different ways what is observable within the workplace given differences in 
their understandings of what they are observing.  In considering the potential of this kind of indirect 
guidance, it should be noted that many anthropological studies of learning emphasize that much of learning 
of cultural practices, such as work, are a product of individuals’ active mediation and learning of what they 
encounter and experience, rather than being taught (Lave, 1993; Pelissier, 1991; Rogoff & Lave, 1984,).  The 
point here is that much of what will shape the kinds of quality of the learning experiences in workplaces is a 
product of individual’s engagement, intentionality and construction of what they experience in the 
workplace, on the one hand, and the affordances of the workplace on the other.  So both instances of 
institutional facts and individual engagement are deployed relationally in this learning. 

Moreover, this same program of research into work-related learning also identified a series of 
limitations or weaknesses in learning through everyday work place activities.  This list includes: (i) learning 
knowledge that is inappropriate; (ii) difficulties in accessing activities and guidance; (iii) understanding goals 
for workplace performance; (iv) reluctance of experts to provide guidance; (v) developing and understanding 
about work-related practices and principles; and (vi) employees reluctance to participate effortfully and learn 
richly through their workplace experiences (Billett, 2001).  Most of these factors can be identified as being 
limitations which are a product of workplace practices and mores (Table 2).  Table 2 depicts the potential 
affordances and engagement associated with these factors.  That is, they represent a set of affordances which 
can lead to inappropriate or unsatisfactory learning outcomes.  Only one of these factors is wholly premised 
on the actions of individual as a learner – the reluctance of workers to participate.  Yet, this can be mediated  
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TABLE 1 
Affordances and engagement in work related learning 
 
   

Source Affordances 
The degree by which the workplace affords 
opportunities to: 

Engagement 
How individuals exercise their intentions, 
agency and construal when engaging: 

   
   

Everyday activities participate in activities from which the 
knowledge required for work performance can 
be learnt 

in the activities they can access in the 
workplace 

Indirect guidance access the social and physical contributions 
from which the performance for work 
requirements; and 

with the social and physical environment of 
the workplace, and  

Direct guidance direct guidance that can provide access to 
knowledge that would not be learnt by 
discover alone 

with more experienced counterparts 

   

 
TABLE 2 
The potential limitations of learning through everyday activities 
 

   

Potential limitations of 
learning through everyday 
work activities 

Affordance 
The degree by which the workplace: 

Engagement 
How individuals exercise their intentions, 
agency and construal when: 

   
   

learning that is 
inappropriate  

provides modeling, particular perspectives 
etc 

being reflective in what they are learning 

access to activities and 
guidance  

enacts discriminatory or restricted access to 
activities and interactions 

maximizing existing and create new 
opportunities for learning 

understanding the goals 
for work performance  

offers restricted opportunities to understand 
workplace goals 

individuals engage with seeking out those 
goals 

reluctance of experts to 
provide guidance  

provides insufficient access to expert 
guidance 

engaging with more experienced workers 

absence of expert 
guidance  

cannot provide access to expert guidance considering a novel task 

developing understanding  makes accessible purposes and premises for 
work activities, and 

actively seeking to understanding, and   

the reluctance of workers 
to participate  

offers experiences that are relevant to 
individuals. 

evaluating their interests. 

   

 
by workplace factors.  However, each of these also comprises a component of individuals’ engagement in 
and construal and construction of what they experience in the workplace.  For instance, workplace learners 
may elect to learn dangerous shortcuts, exclusive work practices, or critically evaluate these practices and 
construct their knowledge and practice in a different way.  Similarly, individuals may have difficulty 
accessing activities and interactions of the kind that they desire to secure prized workplace knowledge.  

Yet, in different ways individuals will elect to exercise their agency in securing this knowledge.  
Certainly, some individuals’ engagement in work-related learning will be inhibited because of their standing 
and status, in situations where others are afforded engagement. In one workplace, volunteer fire fighters 
where not able to access some of the expertise and practices employed by professional fire fighters (Lloyd, 
2004).  However, on becoming employed as paid fire fighters they were invited to learn these practices. 
Similarly, the agency of workplace participants can drive interest in securing knowledge which, is beyond 
their current employment status (Billett, 2001).  The task of understanding workplace goals often requires 
access to the knowledge and the assistance of more experienced workers to access that knowledge.  Yet, it is 
the agency of individuals in thinking about, seeking out and formulating understanding of the goals which is 
central to their need to understand to what ends their labor is directed.  The point is that individuals will 
exercise different kinds of intentionality and in particular ways in seeking to resolve any ontological in 
securities associated with their work.  For some workers, not knowing to what purposes their work is 
directed will be less important than to others.  So, again in the agency of individual and the affordance of the 
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workplace come together in the task of understanding workplace goals.  Similarly, engaging with experts to 
understand principles and practices will play out in different ways depending upon the combination of 
opportunities (i.e., affordances) and the degree of agency and skills of the individual in securing the 
knowledge. Consequently, it is likely that for individuals to overcome the limitations of segmented work 
practices, contested workplaces and the difficulties of learning knowledge which is not made explicit, this 
will likely require individuals to be agentic in their learning.  That is, there will always be institutional, 
affiliate and situational factors that will either support or militate against an individual getting access to 
workplace activities, experts as well as factors that will make it difficult to understand the goals that were 
performance.  

Therefore, it is likely to be important for individuals to be agentic in their engagement in and 
learning through work.  While not recommending individuals engage in the equivalent of the epistemological 
escapades of Robinson Crusoe (Tobias, 1994) – that is, learning experiences without access to social 
interaction and guidance – being agentic seems essential, particularly for workers who are disadvantaged in 
some way.  There can be workers who are seen to be conducting work of low standing (Darrah, 1997) and 
who are denied support, those who are disabled (Church, 2004) and need to find ways of learning without 
drawing too much attention to themselves the least they be seen as workplace liabilities and older workers 
who are likely to be disadvantaged in securing workplace support which will more likely be distributed 
younger employees (Billett & Smith, 2003).  That is, these workers may have to exercise additional and 
particular kinds of agency to overcome the limitations of their workplace affordances that are being exercise 
on cultural grounds. 

Least the requirements for being more agentic in learning through work seems to be unreasonable 
burden, it is worthwhile considering experiences of how small business operators learn.  In a study which 
examined how small business operators learnt to implement the goods and services tax in Australia (Billett et 
al., 2003), it was found that the agency and intentionality of small business operator was particularly 
important not only in how they decided to engage in task of learning (with whom they would collaborate, 
often very selectively), but also in making decisions about what they believed was important for them to 
learn.  So both goals for learning how to implement this mandated requirements and also the process by 
which they learnt these requirements were largely shaped by the small-business operators’ interests and 
intentionality.  For instance, those in professional practice (e.g., optometrist, veterinarian) elected to engage 
in learning only about the scope and extent of their compliance requirements.  They were more interested in 
their professional practice and were able to delegate this task to somebody else.  However, others have 
specific needs to understand this taxation regime, including an avoidance of dependence upon accountants 
and financial advisers or, the careful planning of entrepreneurial activities.  Cases of inept and ineffective 
learning experiences by small business operators often seem to arise from wrong focus or a lack of 
appropriate agency.  The simple point here is that it is the role individuals elect to play in these work-related 
learning experiences, including being selective about what social sources they access that might best provide 
helpful advice and information, that is central to the process and outcomes of learning experiences.  

Although the focus of the analysis above has been on workplace experiences, it would be possible to 
develop similar lists for educational institutions as having particular sets of strengths and weaknesses as 
learning environments, and also the relational bases for their contributions.  For instance, it might be argued 
that much of the intentional goal directed activities are directed towards the imperatives of schools as 
institutions, rather than students’ learning.  Certainly the imperatives to meet governmental goals and 
curriculum intents could be seen as limiting the prospect of developing adaptable knowledge through 
meeting the needs of students’ readiness and experiences. 

Again, it is necessary to emphasize the proposition being advanced here is not to deny the important 
contributions of others in the workplace or the educational institution, nor is it to encourage wholly 
individual over collective efforts at learning.  Instead, it is an attempt to emphasize the key role that 
individuals’ cognitive experience play in their learning and on what bases their agency and intentionality will 
be exercised in that process of learning.  The focus of its engagement, its direction and strength is central to 
the processes and outcomes that comprise their learning experiences.  For educational provisions, such as 
cooperative education, this suggests a greater consideration of personal epistemologies, educational 
provisions that explicitly acknowledge and accommodate the place of the individual within these 
arrangements and the ‘experienced’ curriculum as being a key consideration for both the ‘intended’ and 
‘enacted’ curricula. 
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Integration of Experiences in Workplace and Educational Institutions 
 
Key imperatives for cooperative education are finding ways to integrate the contributions to learning within 
education institutions with those in other settings, such as the kinds in which learners will ultimately deploy 
and practice what they have learnt.  Therefore, and building upon the premises outlined in the previous 
sections, it is worthwhile considering how that integration might best occur.  In this way, there is a concern 
for curriculum and pedagogic practices to be focused on guiding and enriching the experiences of learners 
across these settings. 

As a starting point, it seems likely that it will be those within educational institutions and systems 
(e.g., teachers, academics) that will need to lead the process of integrating the contributions of workplace and 
educational institutions.  This is because much of the wherewithal, interest and imperatives resides within 
educational institutions.  Also, it is likely that educational institutions will need to deploy their greater 
understanding of pedagogy and curriculum in order to richly integrate the two sets of experiences.  Also, on 
balance, given the key role for supporting learning, such as in cooperative education and the concerns about 
the applicability of what is learnt in educational institutions to workplace settings, it is also perhaps most in 
the interests of educational institutions to take leadership in supporting the integration of the two sets of 
contributions.  They are perhaps best placed to assist workplaces development of learning curriculum, guided 
learning strategies and critical reflection on practice.  However, it is the rich sets of workplace experiences 
that need to be engaged with within the educational institution. In the following section, some suggestions 
are provided about this integration. 

 
 

Achieving Different Goal for Learning Through Integrating Experiences 
 
One way forward is to see that the experiences in workplaces stand as being authentic instances of workplace 
practices, with their various strengths and weaknesses, and degrees of consonance with the objectives of 
educational program.  Yet, the goals of rich learning can take different forms.  It might be about identifying 
and promoting adaptable knowledge through workplace experiences.  The idea that you can teach students 
transferable knowledge which there are able to apply willy-nilly across different situations has been shown to 
be quite fanciful.  Although much interest continues in generic or core competencies, these can be 
understood in terms of particular workplace performance requirements (Billett, 2001), not as some generally 
applicable competence which is sometimes held as goal for cooperative education (Stern et al., 1995).  
Therefore, if you are attempting to understand the broad applicability of a particular set of vocational 
practice (e.g., nursing, hairdressing, automotive work), it would be necessary to understand something of the 
diversity of practice requirements in order to develop the kinds of knowledge which is able to address not 
only practice elsewhere, but emerging practice requirements within the existing workplace.  It follows then 
that developing these understandings could be undertaken by garnering and sharing students’ experience in 
different kinds of workplaces where those skills and skill requirements are manifested and practised in 
particular ways.  In Australia, for instance apprentices spend approximately 85% of their indenture in the 
workplace and 15% of their time in technical colleges.  A useful pedagogy practice would be to engage 
apprentices in discussing the requirements for work performance in their particular workplaces and then use 
this as a basis for sharing and critiquing these experiences.  In particular, the attempt might be undertaken to 
draw out canonical principles and practice which apply across particular kinds of work regardless of setting. 
So classroom activities within the educational institution might be used to assist apprentices share their 
experiences of how servicing of vehicles, procedures for hairdressing, approaches for preparing and serving 
food are enacted in their respective workplaces.  These then could be drawn out and reflected upon to 
understand the particular circumstances and requirements for those kinds of performances. This then can be 
used to assist apprentices and students understand the relationship between different kinds of performance 
conditions and performance requirements, and understand something of a variation of these for their own 
discipline.  To use another example, if trainee nurses’ experiences in different kinds of hospital wards could 
be drawn together to identify what constitutes the canonical principles and priorities of nursing practice and 
these might be applicable to different kind of circumstances in which nurses will find themselves engaged. 
So a curriculum goal of developing adaptable knowledge through integrating workplace experiences might 
comprise a means to develop robust understandings about vocational practice.  

Pedagogic and curriculum imperatives might also be exercised through particular kinds of 
integration.  For instance, if the goal for rich learning is to engage students in critically appraising the 
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experiences they have encountered in their workplace experiences.  Hence, the goal for the experiences 
within education institutions is to draw upon those experiences and engage students in developing not only 
critical perspectives on what they have experienced, but also the capacities to engage in focused and 
insightful analyses of their practice experiences.  As noted earlier, there are many weaknesses associated 
with learning through work, therefore, the individuals learn through their workplace experiences men are 
always be appropriate or helpful. Inappropriate learning could include danger shortcuts, bad habits and 
inappropriate attitudes towards other workers.  So the concern here is to draw upon the experiences of 
students and to enrich those experiences and extend learning by inviting the students to change their views 
and practices in particular way through an educational intervention. This of course, requires capacities and 
skills on the part of teachers that are able to respect, draw upon, and guide the extension of students’ pre-
mediate experiences. 

In the case study discussed below, the possibilities and problems with achieving this kind of process 
and its educational outcomes are discussed using school students’ experiences in their the paid part-time 
employment to critically appraise work, working life and pathways beyond schooling. 
 
 

Case Study Two: School Students’ Learning 
 
This study was motivated from a concern that school students’ school-organized work placements lacked 
authenticity, were too short in duration and weakly engaged these students, thereby denying opportunities to 
understand the world of work.  The aim here was to integrate workplace experiences and school-based 
activities.  It was proposed that: (i) As the majority of the senior school students engaged in paid part-time 
employment; (ii) these represented more authentic instances of workplace and work life experiences; (iii) 
usually continuing over far longer periods of time than students’ participation in work placements; and (iv) 
where engaged with in proportionally equal numbers between male and female students in both metropolitan 
and non-metropolitan settings, that these experiences offer an untapped but important educational resource 
within Australian schools (Billett, 2006b).  Such a view is consistent with cooperative education and is 
shared by cooperative education scholarship (Furco, 1996; Ricks, 1996; Stern et al., 1995).  The project 
involved groups of year 11 and 12 students in five Australian schools, which had extensive vocational 
education programs.  Hence, it was assumed that teachers in the schools would understand the world of work 
and value its contributions to their students’ education and be able to facilitate students’ reflection on work, 
working life and post-school options.  

The procedures adopted for this project were as follows.  The students were engaged by their 
teachers in a series of four sessions in school, each of about one hour’s duration.  The first engaged the 
students in responding to a series of questions about the activities and interactions that comprise their paid 
part-time work.  The concern here was for students to describe and elaborate their working life experiences 
through responding to a series of questions about their paid work, its conduct, how work activities and 
rewards where distributed and in what ways it met their needs.  The second session involved students sharing 
their experiences with peers, including those who were not currently engaged in paid part-time work.  The 
focus here was to appraise constructively, but critically, work and working life from the perspective of those 
who engage in authentic work life experiences.  The third session engaged students in discussions about how 
their experiences within their paid part-time work would inform post-school pathways and their decisions 
about school to work transitions.  The fourth evaluated the previous three sessions.  So, fundamentally this 
process was about drawing upon students’ experience of the paid part-time work experiences to secure 
important educational goals about school-to-work transitions through reflecting critically and constructively 
on those experiences.  All of these goals are clearly consonant with cooperative education practices (Van 
Gyn, 1996). 

However, securing these goals was not straightforward. Firstly, although it was anticipated that some 
school students might struggle to engage positively and constructively in reflecting upon their paid part-time 
work experiences, this problem was exacerbated by some of the teachers’ value positions and pedagogy 
practices. Whereas some teachers were able to engage students in useful discussions, and intervene to draw 
out helpful insights (e.g. about working with others, learning through work), to use that expression – 
facilitate the students critical reflection, this was not always the case. Some teachers lacked sympathy for and 
competence with a process which legitimated learning experiences outside of school. Moreover, some 
seemed uncomfortable with pedagogic processes which made the students the sources of knowledge to be 
shared and reflect upon. Of course, not all students were cooperative or benign. However, the competence of 
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teachers to engage students in critical and constructive reflection and also to assist valuing the contributions 
of learning outside schools emerged as a key factor in the effective integration of workplace and school-
based learning experiences. 

Findings worth sharing here include those about the capacity of reflecting on students experience to: 
(i) understand the world of work; (ii) what students learnt through reflecting upon work; (iii) the educational 
value of reflecting upon paid work; and (iv) the role of institutional practices and teachers in integrating 
these experiences. 

Firstly, pressing students to reflect upon that paid part-time work, overall, permitted students to 
identify crucial features of work and working life.  This included them making distinctions between the 
conditions, status and roles of part-time workers as opposed to full-time workers; differences in the rewards 
for and the kinds of work that are undertaken by different categories of workers (e.g., those with higher or 
lower levels of qualifications and skills); the different kinds of discretion that are available to different 
categories of workers; distinctions in their prospects for advancement and career progression across 
categories of workers; and the different kinds of requirements for workplace performance expected across 
workplaces (e.g., service workers having to deal with rude customers).  It seemed that through describing 
their experiences of paid work, the students were able to identify and all too readily critically appraise many 
of the features of their work and working life.  These insights tended to be developed over time through 
periods of engagement in work that were significantly longer than those available through work placements. 
Secondly, the student-workers reported that the workplace provided an effective experience to learn about 
the world of work and consider post-school options.  

The students’ responses to what they had learnt through reflecting on their paid work included: 
learning about working life; learning about different kinds of work and what was common and different 
among them; learning about the kinds of work they didn’t want to upon leaving school; learning about 
preferred kinds of work; considering about whether their preferred work options were actually what they 
want to do; and developing an awareness that they needed to understand what actually constitutes the work 
that resulted from the tertiary and higher education courses into which they would be making significant 
personal and financial commitments over the next few years.  Often, but not always, the students’ responses 
demonstrated insights about approaches to work and post-school options.  In all, the students were able to 
identify the educational worth of reflecting upon their paid part-time work experiences, even if that 
appreciation was often not explicit.  

So, thirdly, the students reported that this process was helpful and appreciated most when students 
were able to debate and discuss these matters.  Their preference was not to write their ideas down, but to 
discuss.  Certainly, feedback from the teacher suggested that discussions were often rich, informed and 
engaging, and the task of writing down their insights did not always reflect this richness. So, this suggests 
that the method for engaging the students in reflecting upon their paid part-time work might need to be 
considered in terms of what goals are being expected.  Certainly, some struggled to articulate their ideas 
positively in writing.  Yet, even those who resented writing about their paid part-time experiences did 
nevertheless largely appreciate the opportunity to reflect upon the work.  

Finally, an important finding was that, beyond the readiness and characteristics of the students, that 
the teacher’s capacity to provide effective classroom based experiences stood out as an important 
determinant in the management of student reflections upon their paid part-time work experiences. Standing 
out among teachers’ qualities were those associated with: (i) their capacity to adapt and utilize effectively 
processes that net the readiness and characteristics of students; (ii) their capacity to facilitate student learning 
by drawing upon their learning rather than teaching them; (iii) managing the students engagement in 
reflection; (iv) and appreciating the likely contribution of the workplace experiences to be able to provide a 
rich experience for students.  Overall, it seemed that the degree by which the experiences of paid work were 
able to be maximized and addressed constructively in the classroom was identified as being, in part, a 
product of the understanding of working life by teachers and their capacity to facilitate this process in the 
classroom.  In some ways, alarmingly, there was evidence of the closed culture of schooling which seem to 
de-value the contributions and sources outside of the school.  This may well be a product of institutional 
facts such as the culture and practices of the school.  Nevertheless, it suggests that the personal and cultural 
factors that stand to shape the process and perceived worth of integrating experiences within and outside the 
school from students’ perspective. 

This case is presented as an instance where the experiences across to different kinds of settings are 
utilized to secure potentially rich learning outcomes for students, as in cooperative education.  Curiously, the 
best outcomes in this project were that from the school which has a very limited tradition of vocational 



Billet: Work, Lifelong Learning, and Cooperative Education 
 

 
Conference Proceedings:  New Zealand Association for Cooperative Education 

Annual Conference, Queenstown, 27-28 April, 2006 

11

education.  Essentially, the quality of the outcomes were realized through engaged students and the effective 
management of their learning experiences, not the school’s claims to be interested in workplace oriented 
learning goals and experiences.  
 
 

Implications for Cooperative Education 
 
In sum, it has been proposed that the contributions of workplaces and educational institutions have particular 
strengths and weaknesses whose potential is mediated by the degree by which they are afforded and 
individuals elect to engage with these affordances.  So, one consideration is to draw upon and integrate both 
sets of contributions in ways which meet particular educational purposes.  However, it is important to 
emphasize the mediating role that individual’s construal and construction of what they experience plays in 
realizing the full potential of such integrative efforts.  This was particularly evident in the second case study. 
Much of what is advanced here is consistent with and, perhaps, offers nothing particularly new to 
cooperative education.  Indeed, to its credit the cooperative education movement has long valued the 
contribution of students’ experiences in both workplace and education settings and has been concerned to 
integrate the two.  Moreover, the emphasis on the students’ perspective has always been strong. 
Nevertheless, it has been proposed that consideration of curriculum needs to be on the experienced 
curriculum and a consideration of the kinds of experiences that are provided for and made sense of by 
students.  This leads to the task for teachers do find out how best to engage an extent the prior experiences of 
students in classroom settings.  Also, in considering the integration of learning experiences, the educational 
purpose (e.g., specific knowledge development, general learning outcomes) importantly need bring to the 
forefront in those efforts to provide and integrate those experiences.  Each of these kinds of goals will have 
particular kinds of processes that are most likely to achieve their purposes.  Moreover, the concept of 
pedagogy that is employed need to include personal epistemologies, the agency and intentions of learners 
and the kinds of pedagogic practices that can best engage, exercise and extend the learners’ conceptions.  
This includes difficult and potentially perilous decision about the degree by which individual discovery 
needs to be tempered by facilitative or mediating processes and even teacherly interventions. In conclusion, 
it suggests that moves to richly integrate particular kinds of learning experiences will need to account for 
their diverse contributions, but importantly how individuals make sense of and integrate these different 
contributions. 
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Abstract 
 
One of the key issues in working with cooperative education (co-op) students is how to facilitate their learning 
across two distinct communities of practice, the classroom and the workplace.  As co-op practitioners we need 
to help students identify their current competencies, set goals for their learning and match their development 
needs with appropriate work placements.  This paper discusses the use of a portfolio based on sociocultural 
views of learning as a means of achieving this.  A portfolio is a collection of evidence that can map a student’s 
learning progress.  Developing the portfolio requires a student to undertake critical thinking and reflection on 
their experiences.  This makes what they know and can do more explicit to the student, and helps them to 
understand the level of their competencies.  This assists students with their placement application tasks such as 
resume and cover letter writing and interview skills.  The portfolio also provides a mechanism for the co-op 
placement coordinator to make a match between a student’s competency, their development needs and an 
employer’s needs.   Previous research (Eames, 2003) has shown that sociocultural views of learning can help us 
to understand the process of learning on placement.  These views of learning focus on the situatedness of 
learning in a socially and culturally determined community.  Taking a sociocultural approach to portfolios 
allows students and educators to not only understand what is learnt, but also how it is learnt and from whom.  
Such an approach can give a student a greater understanding of what it means to learn, which is critical for 
lifelong learning.  This paper presents an overview of sociocultural learning ideas and portfolio development 
and describes a pilot project at the University of Waikato, that is, investigating the use of a competency-based 
electronic portfolio in a science and engineering co-op program.   
 

Introduction 
 
Cooperative education (co-op) programs provide learning opportunities to students within two distinct 
learning environments, those of the classroom and the workplace.  As co-op educators we are charged 
with facilitating the workplace opportunities and assisting the students to understand how what they 
learn in each environment complements each other.  This task raises two issues that are important to 
this discussion.  Firstly, in many cases students enter a co-op program precisely to find out what 
careers might be available to them as they lack the experience to determine their future directions.  
These students often come with only a vague understanding of what they may be capable of, having 
not developed the skills to interpret their prior experiences and hence the knowledge of the 
competencies.  The challenge then lies with the co-op educator to identify their current competencies, 
set goals for their learning and match their development needs with appropriate work placements.  
Secondly, students’ understanding of their learning between two very different learning environments 
and our assessment of that learning has for many years been challenging in co-op programs.  This 
paper discusses the use of an electronic portfolio to meet these challenges.   
 

Portfolios 
 
Portfolio is a word in common usage that has been used to describe anything from a device for 
holding papers and other materials through to a collection of clients or tasks.  In educational settings, 
the word has gained currency in recent years in describing “a purposeful collection of student work 
that tells the story of the student’s efforts, progress, or achievement in a given area” (Klenowski, 
2002, p.  3).  The collection should “include student participation in selecting contents, the criteria for 
selection, the criteria for judging merit, and evidence of student self-reflection” (Paulson et al., 1991, 
p.  60) 
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The documentation within a portfolio are pieces of evidence that can be as diverse as results from 
authentic tasks, performance assessments, conventional tests or work samples, and the portfolio often 
illustrates achievements or progress over time: “It is significantly more than a collection of 
assignments” (Klenowski, 2002, p. 26).  The individual identifies work from an accumulated 
collection to illustrate their achievement and to demonstrate learning for a particular purpose.  The 
process of assembling the portfolio involves critical self-evaluation of the relevance and merit of their 
achievements, with feedback and discussion with peers and/or teachers guiding the subsequent 
learning progress.  As Barootchi and Keshavarz (2002) note, through the portfolio process students 
are asked to identify needs, goals, weaknesses and strengths in their learning, and are asked to select 
work for the portfolio and explain why it is valuable to them.   

Portfolios were traditionally paper and document-based, that is, photographs or art, but 
increasingly as their use spreads to other disciplines, they are becoming electronically-based.  
Avraamidou and Zembal-Saul (2002) describe several advantages of web-based or e-portfolios.  
These include enabling an easily accessed interface for students to assemble and organize their 
portfolio material, to review and edit material and also stimulate reflection as they can store multiple 
iterations over time without taking up a lot of space.  Web-based systems also have the advantage of 
remote access.  These features of the electronic portfolio make them particularly for use in co-op 
programs, as the students move between the educational institution and the workplace.   
 

Portfolios and Co-op 
 

The potential for portfolio use in co-op programs appears sound.  Indeed, portfolios are already in use 
in a co-op program at Simon Fraser University, Canada, and are being considered at the University of 
Victoria, Canada, and may be in operation in other co-op programs.  In my thinking, two issues facing 
co-op programs could potentially be addressed through using portfolios.  The first issue relates to 
evaluating a student’s current competencies and learning progress.  This issue becomes important 
when trying to advise students about career options, placement options, preparation for placements 
(developing CV, preparing for interviews, etc.), and future learning options.  Students often enter a 
co-op program with the goal of exploring career options and routinely have a poor grasp of what 
competencies might be required to undertake certain careers.  Equally, the students often only a vague 
understanding of what they are currently competent for, and need training in reflective practice, as 
well as careful and intensive questioning in order to elucidate their abilities.  The potential of finding 
a good placement match depends on the co-op educator’s ability to understand what the student has to 
offer.   

The second issue relates to assessment of student achievement on placement.  The co-op 
community has for some time been searching for different ways to accurately assess achievement in 
co-op programs, in particular in the placement.  These arguments stem partly from the diverse 
learning that can be achieved in co-op, not only because this learning occurs in two distinct 
communities, those of the classroom and the workplace, but also because the learning in the 
workplace can be very diverse even within a co-op cohort.  The learning in placements in particular 
has been difficult to assess by traditional quantitative means.  Additionally, much of what a student 
learns in the placement is different from their learning in the university.  Not only is the learning 
environment different in the workplace, creating different demands on the student, there is a different 
emphasis on learning product and learning process, and the nature of any teaching takes a different 
form (Eames, 2003).  More authentic methods of assessment are needed that recognize the context of 
the learning.  Furthermore, students more accustomed to learning and assessment in the traditional 
classroom setting sometimes struggle to recognize what they learn in a workplace.  Not all of this 
learning is technical, much is social, and just as important in the student’s education.  The portfolio 
offers the potential for students to reflect upon their learning, both technical and social.  Zegwaard, 
Coll and Hodges (2003) have noted the potential use of portfolios as an assessment tool in cooperative 
education. 

Portfolios offer the potential for a student to map their progress in learning the wide variety of 
skills or competencies that co-op programs encourage.  These competencies include not only the 
discipline-specific knowledge and the technical skills of the student’s academic course, but also the 
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workplace and communication skills that can be developed on placement.  For example, Bartkus 
(2001) has argued for the importance of co-op students learning social skills in their internships.  He 
developed a framework that included skills such as sensitivity to oneself and to others, social 
knowledge of what to do in social situations, and socialization – the ability to adapt to new social 
situations.  Each co-op program could recognize a set of competencies that the student in the program 
should develop and the portfolio could provide the vehicle for monitoring and demonstrating the 
student’s development.   

As noted above, portfolios are representations of experience and the product of careful 
selection of, and reflection on, those experiences.  They provide a framework for students to analyze 
where they are at and where they would like to get to.  In making sense of their situation within a co-
op program, which requires enculturation into the educational institution classroom and the 
workplace, sociocultural views of learning have previously been shown to be useful (Eames & Bell, 
2005).  These views of learning are now briefly described, before discussion turns to their 
applicability for student e-portfolios. 
 

Sociocultural Views of Learning 
 

Sociocultural views of learning represent an amalgam of ideas about learning, which includes the 
influences of earlier researchers such as Vygotsky and Piaget, and more recent contributors such as 
Lave, Wenger, and Rogoff (Salomon & Perkins, 1998).  Vygotsky and Piaget saw each individual’s 
mind as developing through their actions in a social environment (Piaget, 1950; Vygotsky, 1978; 
Wertsch, 1991).  In contrast, Lave and Wenger (1991) described learning as occurring in social 
interactions rather than each individual’s mind, and Rogoff saw learning as occurring through 
participation in socially and culturally-determined activities (Rogoff, 1991, 1995).  These 
sociocultural perspectives have been described as learning as a ‘situated activity’ occurring through 
participation, and learning as mediated action.   

Lave (1991) defined situated learning as emphasizing “the inherently socially-negotiated 
quality of meaning and the interested, concerned character of the thought and action of persons 
engaged in activity” and “that learning, thinking, and knowing are relations among people engaged in 
activity in, with, and arising from the socially and culturally structured world [original emphasis]” (p.  
67).  That is, learning occurs within a social situation, cannot be dissociated from it, and can only be 
understood within the context in which it occurred.  The emphasis on social negotiation of meaning 
indicates that it is through social interaction, in which participants share knowledge and 
understanding, that they come to understand what they do.  In this view learning and thinking are 
viewed as social processes occurring in a community of practice, in which members participate in a 
shared endeavor.  When students participate in shared endeavors through their placements, they may 
undergo a kind of cognitive apprenticeship (Brown et al., 1989) through being situated alongside 
practicing professionals and participating in authentic activities (Billett, 1994).  This apprenticeship 
not only allows the learning of manual tasks in the traditional sense, but also inducts the student into 
ways of thinking and understanding in the community.  In this way the students learn through their 
participation (Rogoff, 1995), gradually adopting the culture of the workplace in a process of 
enculturation (Brown et al., 1989; Hennessy, 1993).  This may allow the students to develop a 
working identity (Wenger, 1998) within their workplace community. 

A second notion that contributes to sociocultural views of learning is that human action is 
mediated by tools and signs (Bell & Cowie, 2001; Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991).  This view draws 
on the work of Vygotsky (1978) and mediated action considers that human action such as learning is 
effected by tools and signs, which are themselves situated in the social and cultural environment in 
which they exist (Wertsch, 1991).  Wertsch, del Rio and Alvarez (1995) separated the mediational 
means into technical tools (such as instruments and computers) and psychological tools (such as 
language and counting systems).  Two key ideas arise from consideration of the influence of 
mediational means.  Firstly they are used in social interaction, particularly in the case of language.  
Secondly they are “products of sociocultural evolution, and are inherently situated in sociocultural 
context” (Wertsch, 1991, p.  91).  This, Wertsch (1991) argued, locates higher mental functioning 
such as learning together with mediational means.  Wertsch further asserted that one way of 
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investigating sociocultural approaches to how the mind works is through exploring how social 
language mediates learning.  He drew on Bakhtin’s notion of social languages – discourses peculiar to 
specific communities – to explain how language could lead to learning in a particular community of 
practice.  There is seen to be continuity between language and thought, each informing the other, such 
that thinking, and learning, are socioculturally determined (Leach & Scott, 2003). 

As language is used in the workplace, this approach would appear to hold promise in 
understanding how students learn in their work placements.  Consider a media arts placement student 
who is exposed to the jargon used on the production set of the TV news.  Additionally, all students in 
placements are likely to be required to use some form of instrument or other tool that could affect 
their learning.  A trainee teacher on placement may learn the value of storybooks through reading to 
her class.  The notion that learning occurs through mediated action in social situations therefore has 
relevance to placements.  From a sociocultural viewpoint, learning occurs through participation in two 
distinct communities of practice, that of the educational institution and that of the workplace.  In the 
work placement, learning is mediated through the use of tools and language, is situated in the context 
of the workplace and is assessed as increasing participation within its community.   

Having argued for this view of learning on placement, it would be only fair and reasonable to 
consider (albeit briefly here) the sociocultural view of learning in the educational institution.  This 
permits a view of learning in the classroom that engages the social dimension through a transactional 
process in which the educator provides opportunities for discourse through collaborative work and 
other such pedagogies that lead to classroom communities and the unique social relationships that 
characterize them.  It also leads to a system in education in which different cultures are recognized for 
their differing learning needs and diversity is genuinely emphasized.  It openly acknowledges the 
sociocultural dimension of the educational institution, the power relationships, the privileging of 
knowledge, and the gate-keeping roles of assessment.  In this way, sociocultural views of learning ally 
themselves equally with a transformational approach to learning that seeks to empower students to 
bring about change, as Van Gyn and Grove-White (2004) allude to in their recent very useful 
description of learning orientations.   

The theoretical arguments for considering sociocultural views of learning to understanding 
learning and development in a co-op program appear reasonable.  I now explore the use of such a 
framework for organizing a student portfolio.   
 

A Sociocultural Portfolio of Learning 
 

In the final part of this paper I would like to explore a case for developing a sociocultural approach to 
portfolios in our co-op program as an example of what could be achieved.  My interest in the 
sociocultural stems from the applicability of the approach to understanding learning for co-op students 
who transition between two different learning environments, both of which have social and cultural 
dimensions.  Focusing on these dimensions may be productive in helping students to understand what 
and how they have learnt in the past, whom they have learnt from and make explicit to them that 
which they know and can do.  This may go some way to addressing the first issue described above, 
and help students to be better prepared for placements and future learning.  At this point in time I see 
the portfolio solely as a learning development tool, but in time, and with successful use, it could also 
be used in placement assessment.   

What would a sociocultural portfolio of learning look like? If it were to be based around the 
sociocultural notions of situated learning, participation, communities of practice, mediation and 
distributed cognition, then such a portfolio should emphasize learning from these perspectives.  It 
would focus on the socially and culturally determined dimensions of learning whilst not losing sight 
of what is learnt.  It would ask questions about learning, not only about what is learnt, but also how it 
was learnt, who from and in what situation, where that knowledge or skill may have come from, and 
what it means to the person.  It would investigate the language and other tools used by the 
community.  It would look for evidence of increasing engagement in tasks within the community, and 
development of identity as a community member.  The student would consider the various 
communities of practice in which they are engaged and identify, through critical reflection, 
competencies that they have developed in those communities.   
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A Sociocultural Learning Portfolio for Co-op 
 
A sociocultural learning portfolio is conceived as a developmental and formative assessment tool for 
students in a co-op program.  A key issue for these students is to develop reflective practice and by 
doing so gain a clearer understanding of their capabilities and their future learning needs.  A student 
would begin their portfolio on entry in the co-op program.  The portfolio would be web-based and 
would contain several elements: 
 

1. An entry assessment – this would include examination of their past and current community 
engagement and their learning from that.  This would include a provided list of current competencies 
in which they would rate their development in the interpersonal area and their general discipline area 
(some of these would be taken from graduate profiles, skills seen to be important from the literature 
etc).  This would be required before a placement could be undertaken.  It would need to be a 
straightforward and not excessively time-consuming task completed as a first step to finding a 
placement and be used to inform CV development and placement-matching.  The student would 
receive feedback on it from the co-op educator and possibly from their peers. 

 
To understand their current competencies, a student may address the following questions in this initial 
stage in portfolio development:  
 

• What communities can you identify that have influenced your learning (family, work, university, 
school, friends, sports, cultural, i.e. dance, music, religious)? 

 

• For one, some or each of these communities: 
 

• Describe the community 
• Describe what the community means or meant to you 
• Reflect on what is or was important to be a member of this community 
• Reflect on what competencies you have learnt within this community. How have you learnt 

these competencies?   
• Who is/are or were the gatekeepers of knowledge within the community? 
• What is or was the best way you have learnt from these gatekeepers?, and 
• Has anyone mentored you in the community? How have they done this? 

 

• For one of the communities describe what it was like when you first entered it.  How did you feel? 
What did you need to do to become accepted as a member of the community over time? 

 
This activity would prepare the student for thinking about the learning influences that have got them 
to where they are today and give them techniques for developing as a reflective practitioner. 
 

2. A competency progress map – a list of competencies would be provided as above and students would 
be asked to rate their perceived ability on each one, with an explanation of why they chose that level of 
ability and an example of when they have displayed that competency at that level, providing evidence 
to back up their claim.  The list will also include a column for them to suggest how they can improve 
that competency, and a column for the educator to comment on that.  This map would be updated at 
the end of each teaching year and the end of each placement.  The co-op educator would provide 
feedback on the map at any stage at the request of the student but would formally use it to assess the 
student’s progress at student interview stage.   

 
The map may look something like that depicted in Figure 1. 
 

3. Reflective essays – these would be written after each placement and could form part of an assessment 
strategy.  They would focus on a small number of key questions similar to those posed in the entry 
assessment regarding learning in their community, and would include comments on competencies 
learnt.   

 
A key aspect of the portfolio system will be an agreed set of competencies.  As noted earlier, it would 
be important that these competencies reflected the views of faculty, employers, students, coop 
educators and evidence from the literature. 
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Competency Rating Explanation for 
rating 

What I could do to 
improve this 
competency 

Coordinators 
comment 

     
 
FIGURE 1 
Sample portfolio map for co-op placements 
 
Note: 
From a technical point of view, the web structure could be constructed to contain layers for the students to write under the 
explanation and comment areas.   
 
 

Summary 
 
This paper has explored the potential use of portfolios in co-op programs.  Portfolio use and 
understanding has developed significantly in the past 10 years and has spread from its original subject 
areas into many new areas.  The theoretical ideas that underpin the use of portfolios have synergies 
with the theories that guide cooperative education.  Many of the processes inherent in student 
portfolio use, such as experiential learning and reflective practice, are important in co-op.  Recent 
moves towards conceiving learning in co-op from a sociocultural perspective leads to a consideration 
of a collection of evidence in a co-op portfolio that reflects competency development in a social and 
cultural community of practice.  Such a portfolio could be web-based, contain a negotiated set of 
competencies and allow for tracking the learning progress of a co-op student as they pass through 
their degree.  The use of a portfolio in this way has potential to enhance student understanding of their 
own learning development and for co-op coordinators to tailor appropriate placements and other 
learning opportunities to maximize the educational outcomes for the student.   
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Abstract 

 
There are natural synergies between action research as a method of inquiry and the practice of cooperative 
education.  In the search to integrate theory and practice, action research is underpinned by a philosophy of 
experiential learning.  Similarly, cooperative education is underpinned by the belief that in order to learn, there 
also needs to be action.  The work of cooperative education students is also founded on data-based reflection is 
highly context based and usually collaborative; important characteristics of action research (Cardno, 2003).  
These similarities between action research and cooperative education provide a starting point in conceptualizing 
the adoption of action research for sport cooperative education projects.  How can action research be integrated 
within cooperative education projects?  This paper will discuss the theoretical basis of action research and 
illustrate through the use of case studies why and how action research has been utilized in cooperative education 
projects in sport and recreation.  Sport students undertake a range of activities in the cooperative education 
setting.  Some complete basic day to day tasks in recreation centers and with sports teams and others act as 
volunteers in major events.  While these types of roles can fulfill desired outcomes for cooperative education 
program (for student, industry organization and institution), the adoption of action research can add a further 
dimension because it aims to create change within the setting under investigation.  Through the use of 
cooperative education projects, students are in a unique position to frame a problem, integrate theory, determine 
action, and implement and evaluate that action.  This paper explores how action research is used in cooperative 
education projects to help develop capabilities for improving practice. 
 

Introduction 
 
The key aim of cooperative education at the tertiary level is to apply and integrate theoretical concepts 
to the work environment (Rainsbury, Hodges, Burchell & Lay, 2002).  Indeed, the cooperative 
education experience allows students to learn through a variety of experiences that result in changes in 
their actions and behaviors. There is considerable research and literature that highlights the benefits of 
cooperative education to student learning in a range of disciplines (Dressler & Keeling, 2004).  The 
involvement in a ‘real life’ project (as distinct from undertaking more random tasks) is recognized as 
a particularly valuable learning strategy within cooperative education programs that enhances student 
learning and prepares students for the demands they may encounter in the workplace (Fleming & 
Eames, 2005).  Undertaking a project facilitates personal development by providing an opportunity 
for the students to take responsibility that develops confidence and the use of initiative.  The project 
also provides the opportunity for students to apply a range of technical skills and knowledge that have 
been learnt during their studies, yet also develop a wide range of new capabilities (Fleming & Eames, 
2005).  

Ferkins (2002), in a study undertaken within the sport industry noted, “…the most significant 
benefit (for the industry organization) was the ‘injection’ of fresh ideas and enthusiasm into the 
organization from the students” (p. 34).  It is clear from this research that industry organizations seek 
students who can not only perform the necessary tasks, but who can also offer the capability to help 
improve current practice.  In a later study, Fleming and Ferkins (2005) assessed the modes of 
cooperative education delivery in sport in four different countries.  While they note that research-
based modes of delivery is a common model used to achieve stated learning outcomes, they assert 
that: “Further research needs to focus on the impact of course structure, placement context and 
supervision for both student learning and the outcomes for the industry to ensure continued viability 
and relevance to all stakeholders for the future” (p. 46).  This paper seeks to advance these ideas by 
offering action research as a tool for students to employ as part of their cooperative education project 
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work with industry organizations.  The arguments presented in this paper are based on the notion that 
an action research based project offers organizations the ability to engage students who seek new and 
improved methods of practice.  
 

Action Research 
 
The basic premise of action research is that change and research are not mutually exclusive, that is, a 
simultaneous focus on improving practice and developing theory is indeed possible (Coghlan & 
Brannick, 2001).  Frisby, Crawford and Dorer (1997), argue that participatory action research as a 
methodology encourages researchers “…to consider how they could become partners in transforming 
sport structures, rather than merely gazing upon them” (p. 24).  Indeed, Gustavsen (2001) considers 
that “Most proponents of action research argue that theory alone has little power to create change and 
that there is a need for a more complex interplay between theory and practice” (p. 17).   

Most often aligned with the interpretive research paradigm and qualitative methodology, the 
term action research means different things to different people and has been described as both a 
research method and methodology in its own right (Tinning, 1992).  As a consequence, there are a 
host of terms used to describe the various interpretations of the core set of principles that values 
research in action.  Cardno (2003) notes there is a vast array of literature on the subject and confusion 
occurs because of the number of diverse descriptions.  She explains that action research has been 
described as a tool for personal reflection (for example, action learning); an approach for improving 
practice (for example, developmental action research); as a means of liberating the oppressed (for 
example, participatory action research or critical action research); and a scholastic methodology (for 
example, action science).  A generic definition that appears to capture this diversity is presented by 
Reason (1993, p. 1268):  
 

All models of action research suggests that inquiry engages in a cyclical process; problems are 
identified and questions asked, some form of action is designed and carried out, empirical and/or 
experiential data are gathered, and then in a reflective mode the experience is compared with the 
starting idea and questions.  

 
Sport students are utilized in the cooperative education setting for a range of reasons.  Some complete 
basic day-to-day tasks and others fill in staffing gaps for example, during major events.  While these 
types of roles can fulfill desired outcomes for cooperative education programs (for student, industry 
organization and institution), the adoption of action research can add a further dimension because it 
aims to create change within the setting under investigation.  Through the use of the research process, 
students are in a unique position to frame a problem, integrate theory, determine action, and 
implement and evaluate that action.  

This paper draws on two case studies that provide some evidence that the use of action 
research in cooperative education projects helps to create change and improve practice.  The case 
studies were selected from the cooperative education program for the Bachelor of Sport and 
Recreation at AUT University, New Zealand.  
 

Context 
 
The Bachelor of Sport and Recreation (BSR) is a three-year program designed to prepare students for 
careers in the areas of exercise science, sports and recreation management, coaching, fitness, physical 
education or outdoor education.  During their final year the BSR students complete 600 hours of 
cooperative education where work and learning are integrated through the development of 
partnerships between the university, the student and a sport or recreation organization. The 
cooperative education component constitutes half of the students’ total workload for the academic 
year. Cooperative education papers (Cooperative 1 & Cooperative 2) are structured so that the student 
spends the equivalent of two days a week during the two, fifteen week, semesters of the academic 
year within one organization.  This allows flexibility for students to experience a range of different 
learning activities that occur across a year due to the seasonal nature of the sport and recreation 
industry.  
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A key learning strategy within the BSR is for the students to undertake a project for the host 
organization.  The project design must demonstrate the application of the research process in an 
industry context and have a potential benefit for the organization.  The learning experience is 
facilitated and supported by the industry supervisor and the academic supervisor from AUT.  
 

Case Studies 
 
The two case studies selected from projects undertaken as part of the BSR, exemplify how, by using 
an action research approach, the students had the opportunity to develop capabilities for improving 
practice and creating change in the sport and recreation industry. 

The student in collaboration with both industry and academic supervisors identified an issue 
or problem within the context of the organization where they were undertaking their cooperative 
(phase 1).  The student then developed a proposal for an intervention or action.  This involved 
reviewing and reflecting on current practice, examining theory learnt in class, reviewing literature as 
well as talking to and asking questions of others (phase 2).  The intervention or action was then 
undertaken (phase 3).  The final step in the process was the evaluation of the intervention and the 
reflection on the experience (phase 4).  

It is not the purpose of this paper to extensively present the findings of each project, but to 
demonstrate the potential benefits of using an action research approach within the cooperative 
education experience for the industry organizations and for student learning. 
 
Case Study One 
 
The cooperative student undertook her experience in a primary school in Auckland.  Her role was to 
assist classroom teachers and the wider school with physical education and sport activities.  
 

Phase 1:  A review of current practice within the school identified that there were low levels of 
involvement in sport by both children and staff. The Principal acknowledged that many staff were not 
confident in teaching sport skills and therefore provided limited experiences for the children. The 
student acknowledged that this project potentially had a wider impact on the broader issue of youth 
physical activity. If the children have a more meaningful experience of physical education and sport as 
a fundamental part of their education, this may encourage more physical activity in the longer term. 
 
Phase 2: The student discussed with the school staff and Principal their approach and commitment to 
sport, and the issues they faced in teaching physical activity. The student reviewed the literature and 
theory that she had learnt in class on different approaches to teaching sport skills and identified the 
philosophy that she would utilize within the project. The focus for the action or intervention was to 
introduce an alternative method and philosophy for teaching sports skills. The ‘Teaching Games for 
Understanding’ approach was selected as it provided games focused sessions as opposed to the 
traditional drill based sessions that most of the teachers were using within the school. The student 
shared with three teachers (who would be involved with the project) the key findings from her literature 
review and the reasons she felt that the approach she had selected would be suitable to implement 
within the school. The student considered that it was important to ‘sell’ the approach to the teachers to 
assist with the process of change.  
 
Phase 3: The student then identified the games and activities that would form the basis for the lesson 
plans that would be collated to form a teaching resource. This involved a continuous process of 
designing and implementing sessions using the new approach, gaining feedback from teachers and 
children and reflection and modification of the lesson plans. This created mini action research cycles 
within the intervention phase. The intervention occurred over a ten-week period. An additional 
outcome from this process was the development of a handbook that could be used in the future by all 
the teachers within the school.  
 
Phase 4: The student evaluated the impact the new approach had on the children and teachers who had 
been involved. The evaluation concluded that there was a positive endorsement from the three teachers 
involved with the ‘Games for Understanding’ approach. The teachers reported increased confidence in 
the teaching of sport skills. The feedback from the students highlighted that they enjoyed the games and 
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the teamwork that was developed. They reported that they especially enjoyed being able to achieve 
some success with the activities. 

 
The cooperative education student identified that action research had provided an appropriate method 
for the project as it utilized a form of disciplined enquiry in which personal attempts were made to 
understand, improve and then reform practice.  The student acknowledged that “because action 
research is participative, it can help create an environment for change (in this case with the teachers 
whose classes are involved in the project).  Change is usually easier to achieve when those affected by 
change are involved” (Bullen, 2005, p. 21). 

The student felt that the action research approach encouraged her to more intensively reflect 
on what she was doing and that she particularly benefited from regular feedback from the children and 
teachers within this process.  She commented that this enabled her to develop her own understanding 
regarding teaching sport skills and felt there was greater learning from the collaborative approach that 
action research allows (Bullen, 2005). 
 
Case Study Two 
 
The cooperative education student undertook her placement at a sports institute where she worked 
alongside the sports nutritionist.  The athletes she was involved with were from a range of Pacific 
Island countries competing in a variety of different athletic disciplines.  These athletes were all 
training and living at the Institute and were provided all their meals by the restaurant.  
 

Phase 1: The sports nutritionist had highlighted concern that athletes were not meeting their nutritional 
requirements or following the suggested nutrition guidelines for their sport.  
 
Phase 2: To determine current nutritional practice, the student carried out initial food diaries and 
questionnaires with eight athletes. The responses confirmed the initial views of the sports nutritionist. 
The reasons the athletes gave for not following the food guidelines included they did not like or were 
not accustomed to some of the foods they were being offered and they got bored with the same menu 
all the time. They were asked to give suggestions of which foods they would prefer to include in their 
diets. The student reviewed the literature and theory learnt in class. In addition the student also 
contacted appropriate agencies related to Pacific Island nutrition and nutrition for athletes. The student 
highlighted in her reflections the value of using a range of contacts and resources to assist her 
determine the changes required.   
 
Phase 3: The focus of the action or intervention was to assist the athletes at the institute to implement 
and maintain an eating plan that would meet the requirements of their sport while living at the Institute. 
The student made recommendations to the caterers of the restaurant for changes to be made to the food 
offered for the athletes. There was some compromise needed due to cost and availability of certain 
Pacific Island foods suggested by the athletes. The chef was also unfamiliar with how to cook certain 
foods so the student arranged for the athletes to show the chef how to prepare some of the traditional 
Pacific Island meals. The athletes spent four weeks adjusting to their new diet before a final 
questionnaire was administered.  
 
Phase 4: The evaluation questionnaire gained feedback on how the athletes felt about the changes 
made, if their issues had been resolved and if their diets had improved. The responses overall were 
positive in all areas and most of the athletes had improved in terms of meeting their sport specific 
nutritional requirements. The student concluded that the project had been successful in creating positive 
change within the placement organization. 

 
The student highlighted that the action research approach had been suitable for addressing this issue, 
as it is a method in which the primary motive is to create a positive social change (Berg, 2004).  The 
student also acknowledged that action research focuses on methods or techniques that consider the 
participants’ history, culture, interactive activities and emotional lives (Bramley, 2005). 
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Discussion and Conclusion 
 
The integration of action research within sport cooperative education projects as discussed within this 
paper is offered as a mechanism for developing capabilities for improving practice.  As noted earlier, 
research by Ferkins (2002) identified a desire by sport industry organizations involved in cooperative 
education, to engage students who might offer new and improved methods of practice.  Additionally, 
Fleming and Ferkins (2005) noted a gap in knowledge regarding cooperative education course 
structuring for stakeholder benefit.  Action research as a method of inquiry that seeks to create 
positive change within the research process provides a tool for cooperative education programs, to 
further integrate research and theory within the workplace setting.   

Outcomes from the two case studies discussed earlier demonstrate development at both an 
organizational and individual level.  At the organizational level, there is some evidence from the case 
studies reported that change has been created within each organizational setting that has resulted in 
improved practice.  The adoption of an alternative to the traditional style of teaching sport skills 
(Games for Understanding) within the school environment appears to have created lasting change for 
teaching practice.  The increased cultural sensitivity regarding menu selection appears to have been 
successfully implemented within the sports institute.  Perhaps the most significant aspect of 
organizational development might be the adoption of a research method that provides direct outcomes 
for the organization.  The use of theory and research is often missing in practice.  Action research 
utilized via the medium of cooperative education provides a form of research that appears palatable 
for practitioners.  Direct benefits accrue, learning is captured and the danger of repeating faulty 
practice might be avoided. 

At the individual or student level, the requirement to identify an issue, frame a solution, 
implement that proposed solution and evaluate the outcome, challenged the students to draw on a 
range of resources available to them.  Significant learning regarding teaching sport skills and adopting 
sound nutritional practice was reported by the students involved.  Additionally, this learning not only 
involved the integration of current workplace knowledge and practice, but alternative options from 
relevant literature and available theory.  The students also reported that the collaborative experience in 
facilitating a shared solution between organization, client and student, was a skill developed, of 
considerable magnitude.  The reflective nature of cooperative education seeks to maximize student 
learning, however, the addition of action research within this process provides the student with a 
problem-solving tool that specifically seeks to integrate practice and theory.  The students have been 
challenged to not just accept current practice but to seek methods of improvement, to implement such 
methods and to evaluate the outcome.  Such a tool, it is argued, positions the students as change 
agents within industry organizations and offers the opportunity to create lasting change and the 
capability for improving practice. 

The adoption of such a method within the structuring of cooperative education projects is not, 
however, without its challenges and indeed limitations.  Action research is known to be an intensive 
method for all involved.  Dick (1990) urges rigor in action research, by ensuring that the quality of the 
data collected and the accuracy of the research interpretations, is tested by engaging in multiple cycles 
that challenge original conclusions.  Action research has been described as being more difficult than 
other forms of qualitative research, because of the complexity involved with participant collaboration 
and its iterative approach (Dick, 1990).  In order for the project to be judged valid, it was important 
that each organization had a sense that positive change had occurred (McTaggart, 1998).  These are 
‘tall orders’ for student work and may prove too difficult for some students.  The case studies 
illustrated above, however, demonstrate how such complexity can be managed at an undergraduate 
level.   
 This small-scale case study research has demonstrated how the integration of action research 
into student cooperative education projects might be possible.  The study also offers some evidence 
that this approach has resulted in improved practice within the industry organizations involved.  
Students are offered a tool that allows them to act as change agents within the workplace setting, that, 
if successful can provide lasting benefits for their learning as well as lasting change for the 
organization.   
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Further investigation regarding the efficacy of action research cooperative education projects is 
needed and could include a closer investigation of the change that has taken place for both student 
learning and the industry organization partners.  The challenges and limitations of using action 
research for student projects also warrants further investigation, particular in terms of how academic 
supervision might be structured to support such ambitious endeavors. 
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Abstract 
 
For a number of years the Bay of Plenty Polytechnic has sought to work with employers to provide a variety of 
workplace options within its programs. These have ranged from a few days of work experience with no credit 
weighting, through to internships of many months’ duration which carry significant credit. A mid 2005 audit of 
work placements identified a variety of processes in place which required different levels of sign-off and 
response by employers. Consequently it was felt that the development of some consistent documentation would 
be beneficial both to the student and the employer, as well as reducing any risk for the institution.  With the 
assistance of a grant from the ITP Business Links fund in 2005, an initial analysis of all programs was carried 
out to simply identify those which had some type of work experience component and those which did not. From 
this initial list a second more in-depth investigation took place, focusing on those programs without any work 
placement or work experience of any kind. Simultaneously, we reviewed programs which had some work 
placement but for which no credit was earned. Data was gathered from interviews with teaching staff, as well as 
those involved in academic development. Six existing programs and a further five new programs which are 
currently under development were identified as being eminently suitable. An additional three programs which 
possibly showed potential for the inclusion of internships were omitted from the study when this initiative 
appeared not to be supported by the staff delivering those programs.  The next phase of development 
commencing early in 2006 will be developing the work placement courses and appropriate assessments for 
incorporation as program changes for 2007.  The purpose of this paper is to share the Bay of Plenty 
Polytechnic’s experience in seeking out new opportunities for the inclusion of credit bearing work experience, 
explaining the methodology used, with identification of best practice, and a review of some of the literature 
available, particularly relating to non-degree settings.   
 

Introduction 
 
The changing need of higher education to interface more effectively with the community has been 
widely documented, as has the rising awareness of those attributes which most benefit graduates 
seeking employment (Hodges & Burchell, 2003; Victoria University Wellington, 2000).  Students 
today need skills for lifelong learning: information literacy; problem solving and critical thinking; the 
ability to work autonomously, alone and in groups.  Reported ‘information deficits’, where students 
know about specific subjects, but not necessarily how to operate in a working environment, highlight 
the need for tertiary education, through its curricula, to foster this transition (Havard, Hughes & 
Clarke, 1998). 

A key way in which institutions can build stronger partnerships with employers, and assist 
their students in post-graduate success, is through the provision of  internship, practicum and 
fieldwork experiences.  Such meaningful experiences not only allow the student to connect theory 
with practice, they also introduce a variety of perspectives.  Projects and problems can be viewed 
through community and multicultural lens, as well as their own individual perceptions (Implementing 
and assessing internships, 2005).  Work placement modules in higher education programs, therefore, 
are increasingly regarded as a tool to reinforce understanding and identify potential applications of 
learning in the world of work (Jackson, 1995). 
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When the Tertiary Education Commission, acting on behalf of the Government, provided funding for 
Industry Training Providers (ITPs) to demonstrate better linkages with industry and businesses, we 
identified the inclusion of workplace learning into more of our programs as one opportunity for staff 
and students to interact better with businesses.  This led to a project to identify those programs that 
currently do not have any workplace learning taking place, and then, to create such opportunities 
within the existing curriculum without adding additional courses.  The outworking of this will become 
more apparent in the description of the findings later in this paper, and in the implementation that is 
now taking place. In conducting interviews with some staff as part of the second phase of the 
research, some models of good practice were also identified and will be described in the final section.  
 

Literature Review 
 
Scope 
 
This small literature review is by no means an exhaustive collation of the scholarship around the 
topic. Rather, the intention is to overview key concepts, interpretations and initiatives from national 
and international articles and reports that represent a number of different fields, both vocational and 
professional.  
 
Definition of Terminology 
 
This report uses the term ‘work placements’ as a generic description of a period of time within a study 
program spent in an organizational environment, rather than the classroom.  The actual work 
completed will vary from daily professional practice to one-off projects, research, or the performance 
of tasks directed to achieve set learning outcomes.  However, within the literature, there are a number 
of different terms used, sometimes around very similar conceptualizations. 

A study from Ontario, Canada, notes that secondary school boards must provide school-work 
transition programs, developed in cooperation with local employers, for all students who are intending 
to enter the work force directly after graduating.  Different types of arrangements are utilized: ‘Job 
shadowing’ allows students to spend time with, and observe, an employee in the workplace; ‘Work 
experience’ is a short-term, subject-related placement around a learning activity; and ‘cooperative 
education’ allows students to earn additional credits through an individualized learning plan based on 
job-specific expectations (Cooperative Education, n.d.). 

‘Apprenticeship’, according to Clarke and Winch (2004), refers to vocational learning that is 
based in the workplace, with the student spending a portion of time in education through a system of 
block release.  The student is very much an organizational trainee, and is paid a salary as determined 
by the national body responsible for the curriculum.  Apprenticeships are often described as ‘front-
loaded’ or ‘front-end’ referring to a period of formal education and/or training that needs to be 
completed by entrants to an occupation before they can be regarded as qualified workers (Hager, 
2004).  Some American writers discuss similar scenarios as ‘cooperative education’, in this context, 
typified by work experiences of whatever duration, where students are paid (Implementing and 
Assessing Internships, 2002).  A different type of experiential learning is sponsored by colleges, 
polytechnics and institutes of technology, and universities – rather than industry.  ‘Internships’, 
sometimes referred to as a ‘practicum’, are, according to an American report drawing on the 
experiences of three different tertiary settings, “structured and supervised professional experiences in 
an approved organization or agency where students can earn academic credit upon completion of the 
experience (Inkster & Ross, cited in Implementing and Assessing Internships, 2002, p. 67).  The 
‘supervisor’ may be from faculty, the organization, or an expert sourced externally. 

‘Residency’ is generally used to describe a more distantly monitored period of professional 
practice, quite commonly one to two years, where the graduate is fully employed, but subject to a 
final evaluation before eligible for registration as an autonomous member of a national body.  
Residents are often overseen by a senior colleague who acts as a ‘mentor’.  Qualification structures 
which progress through classroom training to internships and finally, residency are well established in 
the fields of education and medicine. 
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Work Placements: The Rationale 
 
There is a widespread consensus in the literature that just knowing applicable theory is not enough: 
students must know when and how the theory is to be applied (see, e.g., Clarke & Winch, 2004).  
Such a distinction is just one difference between the culture of learning and the culture of work. 
Typically students get regular feedback about their performance, their programs are highly structured 
with a great deal of direction, and they have flexible schedules with few major changes.  Students get 
frequent breaks and time off, and the focus is very much on their own development and individual 
efforts. Life in the workforce can often be diametrically opposed (Implementing and Assessing 
Internships, 2002).  Clearly it is advantageous to students to encounter this different culture before 
embarking on a career in their chosen field, so that this life-experience becomes the most elemental 
justification for the inclusion of work placement within an academic program. 

It is further suggested that the more self-directed learning which becomes possible outside of 
the classroom encourages students to find creative responses to situations, rather than relying on the 
stereotypic or patterned responses that classroom role-plays and simulations often generate (Regehr et 
al., 2002).  A third benefit claimed for work placement is that it emphasizes “mutuality in the teacher / 
student relationship as a way of enhancing the inherent capacities of students” (Regehr et al., 2002, p. 
55).  Such participatory learning extends the educational experience and provides the student with a 
model for working in teams, project management and ongoing professional development. 

Students are generally expected to share in the process of defining practicum goals and 
evaluating their progress towards these goals: work placements which encourage the student to self-
assess, rather than to assume the passive role of being assessed as occurs in most institutional settings, 
are therefore a critical step. 

Another justification for workplace experience is that it gives students a perceived edge in the 
job market (Implementing and Assessing Internships, 2002).  Dickson (1995) found that work 
placement provided access to informal employer/community networks thereby enhancing 
employment openings.  By learning firsthand what employers want, enhancing their communication 
skills, observing real-world politics in the workplace and clarifying their career direction, students are 
far more likely to achieve first preference positions than if they had arrived at the interview with no 
industry exposure. 

In addition to the above benefits for students and potential employers of programs that 
produce ‘fit for purpose’ graduates, there is also a significant advantage for the education providers.  
By generating networks, links and partnerships with private and public sector organizations, 
institutions embed a culture of two-way sharing of knowledge and expertise (Green, 2005).  Industry 
can inform policy, and institutional responsiveness can ensure a status of first-choice provider.  Staff 
are also rewarded, as engagement with industry offers the opportunity to develop new skills that may 
open new research and professional development opportunities.  Further, entrepreneurial activity in 
the tertiary education organization is likely to receive enhanced levels of external support. 
 
Traditional and More Recent Contexts 
 
Traditionally, the pattern of progression from student to professional, centering on work placement 
that moves from observation, to practicum/internship to registration, has been seen as the foundation 
for medical and teacher training professions, responsible for the health and intellectual vigor of the 
nation. Claims in common are well qualified workers, prepared for the rigors of a demanding and 
highly accountable workplace, with a commitment to professional development and reflective practice 
(Morgan, 1999). 

Over the last two decades or so, other professions have followed suit.  The field practicum is 
now seen as central to the education of social work students, in order to “integrate knowledge, values 
and skills into their professional self-concepts…[and so] to become autonomous, self-directed, self-
regulating professionals” (Regehr, Regehr, Leeson & Fusco, 2002, p. 56).  Rompelman and De Vries 
(2002) note that “in many engineering curricula a period of practical training in industry is either 
compulsory or advised,” which many universities prefer to see occur offshore (p. 173).  They argue 
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that this serves not only the educational agenda of learning to put knowledge and skills into practice, 
but also the objective of the ‘internationalization’ of engineering education.  

Whether in response to issues of internationalization, or professionalism, a brief Internet 
search identifies a host of reports of new initiatives trialing work placements in a range of fields.  A 
Belgian university finds a three-month internship invaluable for teaching final year pharmacy students 
over-the-counter medication (Leemans, Verstraeten, Zwaenepoel & Laekeman, 2003).  The 
University of Wisconsin monitored psychology students who administered a 10-week reading 
intervention and behavior modification program to children with learning disorders and found that 
students benefited from both “pedagogical and service-oriented perspectives” (Weiss, 2004, p. 43).  
Business studies and accounting undergraduates in the United Kingdom demonstrated a higher level 
of reflective capacity after work placement, with a direct relation to academic performance (Lucas & 
Tan, n.d.). 
 
Variations in Implementation 
 
The dynamics of an internship, it has been argued, follow directly from the epistemological 
assumptions of the educational designers (Implementing and Assessing Internships, 2002).  With an 
objectivist perspective, where professional knowledge is viewed as facts, rules and procedures applied 
universally to problems, the internship is a form of technical training. Instructors or supervisors 
observe students and seek primarily to direct correct responses.  Yet a constructivist approach looks to 
also address students’ intellectual development.  This view, with supervisors who act as coaches, 
draws on multiple ways of knowing, so that students construct and experiment with different 
strategies for problem-solving, and move towards integrative knowledge that fosters lifelong learning 
and can respond to a constantly changing environment.  The focus of the work placement, therefore, 
will need to be aligned with, and appropriate to the program and the field within which it occurs. 

An associated line of inquiry in the literature looks at the type of self-assessment and 
supervisor assessment that are conducted around learning goals and professional practice.  With the 
move to individualized learning contracts in many practicums, student performance cannot be easily 
compared to an ideal standard or a mythical student norm.  Rather, an alternative conceptualization 
suggests that it is more important for an individual to be able to identify areas where he/she is 
relatively effective and those where performance is less sound.  Regehr et al. (2002) suggest that the 
question students should ask is not ‘How good am I?’, but rather ‘What aspects of my professional 
performance require the most work?’. 

This type of questioning has direct implications for the assessment tool(s) employed.  Self-
directed learning, one of the tenets of adult education, is widely linked to work placements, as 
students negotiate their own learning projects, contracts and goals.  Some authorities feel that this is 
unarguable: “Nowhere is self-directed learning more essential than in the professions, whose self-
regulating autonomy is based on the competent exercise of self-assessment” (Regehr et al., 2002, p. 
60).  Yet there are two key flaws here: the first is the veracity of such assessment. One study of 
examination skills in medical students found that students consistently rated themselves and their 
peers much higher than faculty members did.  The second weakness lies in the inherent tension 
between the supervisor’s need to promote and value a student’s capacity for critical self-appraisal, 
while ultimately holding the final responsibility for deciding whether the student has met the 
placement requirements (Regehr et al., 2002). 

One way around this is for programs to develop a range of assessment approaches.  Some 
assess the learning contract itself; others ask students to write regularly in reflective journals, or to 
submit weekly reports documenting specific activities or accomplishments.  Some students keep 
critical incident logs, some are evaluated on participation in group conferences, and most complete 
final reports that summarize the overall experience and critique their own performance.  Portfolios, 
with a collection of materials that students have created throughout their internship, are also used 
widely.  And explicitly, or tacitly assumed, ‘triadic’ assessment, where student, tutor and supervisor 
all have a voice, is virtually ubiquitous (Ortlipp, 2003).  

By collecting such longitudinal, contextual and collaborative information (Implementing and 
Assessing Internships, 2002) in a variety of ways and from a range of sources, potential issues of 
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discourse, subjectivity and power (Ortlipp, 2003) are at least partially addressed.  A final critical 
factor in the process is that of moderation.  This means of quality assurance must be a continuous 
process to ensure that students are being assessed in a consistent, accurate and well-designed manner.  
Further, these issues of equivalency and equity must apply at a local institutional and national 
qualifications framework level (Sacht, n.d.). 

A final variation in work placement design and assessment to be considered here is the role of 
online learning.  Web-based facilities such as Blackboard™ make it possible for students to retrieve 
handouts and enquiries and to create a discussion forum, no matter how distant their location from the 
home campus.  In theory, students should be able to receive regular feedback, pursue their interests 
and take responsibility for their education and their professional life.  However, results from studies 
about the efficacy of such services indicate that often, students do not use the program intensively to 
support and monitor their progress (Leemans et al., 2003).  The researchers postulate that this may be 
because students have insufficient computing skills, are not familiar with the software, lack access to 
the Internet, or do not see the importance of participation unless they are being graded.  Clearly these 
issues require consideration prior to the implementing of any such application. 
 
Generic Requirements 
 
Underpinning support and student readiness for a virtual learning environment is a relatively specific 
issue for an institution to consider prior to introducing technology-dependant work placement 
programs. There are also a range of more generic requirements.  Chickering and Gamson (1991, cited 
in Implementing and Assessing Internships, 2002), maintain that high quality internships must follow 
or adhere to the seven principles of good practice: 

 
They encourage contact between faculty and students as well as develop cooperation among students. 
Students are exposed to numerous active learning techniques and receive prompt, ongoing feedback 
about their performance. Students spend specific allocated times on their multiple tasks as they strive to 
achieve high expectations. Finally, internships help students learn to respect diverse talents and ways of 
learning (p. 67). 

 
In order to provide the context for such practice, Green (2005) lists a number of prerequisites within 
institutional culture.  He argues that tertiary education organizations can use the TEC GIPI (Growth & 
Innovation Pilot Initiatives) program development package to build capability to work with business 
and deliver economic benefits - simultaneously providing work experience opportunities for students - 
provided they: 
 

• Maintain teaching and research in areas of strength - whilst maintaining relevance 
• allow flexible teaching arrangements to create opportunities for developing new programs 
• encourage staff who are interested in entrepreneurial activity 
• demonstrate long term commitment and vision 
• fulfill obligations that come with consultancy (including recognizing the impact of commercial 

confidentiality issues on academics’ own research), and 
• ensure knowledge sharing is challenging 

 
Barriers 
 
Following the requirements noted above, Green’s (2005) list of impediments to implementation of 
collaborative programs between education and industry is consistent:  
 

• A lack of institutional commitment and resources to engage with industry partners 
• poorly-resourced research offices 
• lack of long term strategic commitment to areas of strength 
• entrenched conservatism in teaching arrangements 
• lack of personal/institutional reward in PBRF environment 
• lack of expertise and resources to handle intellectual property, and 
• no opportunity for staff to learn entrepreneurship skills 
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While these are practical issues, there are also conceptual arguments around different types of work 
placement provision. Work–based training may no longer be ‘in-synch’ with the concept of an 
‘occupation’ in the changing world of twenty-first-century work.  Clarke and Winch (2004) argue the 
need for broader skills and knowledge that are transferable across jobs and sites, and are the realm of 
formal education.  Clearly there are advantages to both types of learning, and despite continuing 
debate, and “vocational preparation needs an integration of the two” (Hager, 2004, p. 527). 

Assessment can also be problematic: Morgan (1999) notes the move away from checklists to 
performance assessment instruments that require collaboration, investigation, and emphasize multiple 
strategies and integrated knowledge and processes.  They must be relevant, have topic currency and 
above all, tap higher order thinking skills.  Within this, issues of tutor/supervisor final responsibility 
and subjectivity, student voice, benchmarking and the establishing of common standards must also be 
addressed. 
 
Summary 
 
Despite the need to consider a host of practical, political, philosophical and theoretical issues around 
the design of work placement opportunities for tertiary students, there is widespread enthusiasm for 
continuing to investigate this type of educational partnership.  In a complex workplace, with many 
industries in flux, the skills employers are seeking in our graduates are as much about attitudes, values 
and motivations as they are about genuine abilities or knowledge (Hager, 2004).  If we see learning 
primarily as a process rather than a product, then it becomes inseparable from contextuality and the 
influence of cultural and social factors.  The learner, then, needs to become, for a time, part of a larger 
environment, rather than a detached spectator. 
 

Methodology 
 
This project is designed within the qualitative paradigm and fits more within an action research 
methodology than, for example – case study, ethnography, or grounded theory.  Elliott (1991) defines 
the principal aim of action research to improve practice rather than produce knowledge.  Similarly, 
Freebody (2003) proposes that “it is a ‘deliberate’ rather than a purely exploratory entry into a 
naturally-occurring educational setting.  That is, it is a planned and self-consciously focused 
examination of changing practice.”  With those descriptors in mind this is a collaborative piece of 
research; participants including the lead researcher are very much part of the investigative and 
developmental process with the aim of bringing about change and improving practice (Cohen & 
Manion, 1994).  The co-authors’ roles in management, program delivery and academic support mean 
that they are all directly involved in this change process as it occurs.  They are not just passive 
bystanders observing at a distance.  

Conducting the research has been divided into four phases.  The first phase being a desk-top 
analysis of which programs incorporate aspects of work-placement including internships, 
apprenticeships, practicums and basic work experience, whether assessed or non-assessed.  

Phase two was a series of unstructured interviews with key staff involved in programs that 
were identified in phase one as having the potential for modification to incorporate some credit 
bearing work-based learning. 

The third phase is the implementation phase.  This began with a second round of interviews 
with a Head of School and in two cases a Group Leader and agreement reached on: (i) the programs to 
undergo some redevelopment to incorporate workplace learning as part of the delivery and 
assessment, and (ii) the steps to be taken to implement the change.  
 

Findings 
 
Phase One 
 
This involved a desk search by one member of the project team of all the program curriculum 
summaries on the institute’s database.  A total of 88 formal programs were listed; 55 were identified 
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as having some form of work experience or work placement; and 16 were identified as possibilities to 
add some workplace learning component.  To gain clarity as to the extent of the work 
experience/placement in terms of contributing to the credit accumulation for the program, a brief 
questionnaire was sent to program coordinators.  There were 21 responses. 
 
Phase Two 
 
The second phase was a round of interviews conducted by a member of the project team with key 
people involved in the programs that had been identified.  These ranged from a head of school, group 
leader, program coordinator, and in one case a tutor on one program.  Ten existing and six new 
programs had been identified as having the potential for creating workplace learning opportunities. 
Our aim for the ITP Business Links project was to find six so this was a great start.  The interviewer 
explored with each person, what focus, if any, was in the program that assisted students in being 
‘work-ready’, possible opportunities to add or enhance the workplace learning opportunities, and 
thirdly, if there were any potential issues.  An outcome of those interviews was that six existing and 
new programs were agreed as not suitable.  During this phase three programs were identified as being 
exemplars of the inclusion of workplace learning – National Certificate in Business Administration 
Level Two – Launchpad; Diploma in Social Practice; Bachelor of Computing Systems.  
 
Phase Three 
 
The draft report was then taken by the lead researcher in the project team and a more in-depth 
discussion held with the relevant head of school and/or the group leader and program coordinator for 
each of the 10 programs identified at the end of Phase Two.  As a result we agreed that we would not 
make any adjustment to the Diploma in Sport and Recreation as it articulates to the third year of the 
Bachelor of Sport and Recreation degree which already contains a significant workplace learning 
project.  It was also agreed that the learning contract and associated documents were an exemplar of 
best practice in the polytechnic. 

The National Diploma in Architectural Technology, the NZIM Certificate in Management, 
the National Certificate in Business Administration Level Four and the Legal Executive certificate 
were accepted for re-development, primarily with the focus on a more flexible delivery of the 
programs that enabled people to be in work while studying the program and creating opportunities for 
assessment to take place in the workplace.  This presents a challenge for the national certificates and 
diplomas where staff tend to focus on the unit standards as being the curriculum and unless the 
performance criteria specify assessment in the workplace they, the staff, do not see they have any 
flexibility.  This opinion reinforces Dickson’s (1995) view that a shift in emphasis towards work 
based learning requires a reorientation from the notion of work experience being an appendage to a 
training course but rather integrated within it.  In each case those involved in the interviews agreed 
that this should not be seen as a barrier and that the focus will be on re-designing how we deliver the 
programs.  In the longer term the re-development of the Certificate in Pharmacy Assistant and 
Cosmetology is planned and it is likely that the workplace learning component will be expanded.  One 
other program, the Certificate in Computer Graphic Design was in the throes of re-development at the 
time that the Phase Two interviews took place.  The changes to the program include assessed work 
experience and it is now being delivered in its new format.  

The new National Diplomas in Logistics, Road Transport Management and Real Estate were 
also being built around a flexible delivery model.  This means that students are more likely to be in 
employment and therefore aspects of delivery and assessment will incorporate workplace learning.  
 

Conclusion 
 
The focus of this project has been to find opportunities to enhance the Bay of Plenty Polytechnic’s 
engagement with industry and business by increasing opportunities for our students to be involved in 
workplace learning.  The process of identifying those programs that did not already have such 
opportunities, interviewing key staff, and then further teasing out the most suitable programs has 
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produced interesting and challenging results.  As this paper is being written, various staff members 
including the lead researcher for this project, are beginning to plan Phase 4: the re-development of the 
programs for implementation, hopefully for 2007.  The expectation is that these forays into new 
learning territories will be collaboratively monitored, discussed, evaluated, modified and re-trialed so 
that the action research process will continue, and hopefully provide the sector with rich and 
meaningful data about new ways to offer our students credit-bearing workplace experience.  By 
allowing them the opportunity to enhance intellectual, personal and ethical growth, we are developing 
skills that long outlast the classroom experience. 
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Abstract 
 
Recent research undertaken in New Zealand has identified the type of competencies that employers view as 
being important for new undergraduates (Coll, Zegwaard & Hodges, 2002; Hodges & Burchell, 2003).  These 
prior studies indicated that employers are looking for well-rounded graduates who posses a broad range of 
cognitive competencies (hard skills) and behavioral competencies (soft skills).  While these prior studies 
examined what competencies employers viewed as being important, they did not focus on why employers held 
these views nor how they viewed and measured employee performance in relation to these competencies.  This 
paper will report on a follow-up pilot investigation that sought insights into why employers believe certain 
competencies to be more important than others and the ways in which they consider performance against these 
competencies.  A similar survey instrument to that used in the prior 2003 business study was distributed to a 
small number of employers in the Auckland region who agreed to participate in this pilot study.  Individual 
survey results were then used to guide follow-up, semi-structured interviews with each of the 10 survey 
respondents.  Common themes, drawn from an analysis of the interviews, are discussed and reported on in the 
findings.  The discussion also gives consideration to the sociocultural factors that may influence employers’ 
views.  Implications for learning goals and assessment practices within a cooperative education program will 
also be highlighted. 

 
Introduction 

 
In the past few years there has been extensive discourse, both in the literature and the media, 
concerning the apparent skills shortages in many OECD countries.  This discourse has tended to occur 
at a macro level, focusing on the difficulties in recruiting suitably qualified and experienced people in 
certain professions or industries, such as engineering, health, IT, finance and the sciences.  Often 
missing from this dialogue is the potential micro level or personal skills-gap, that is, whether new 
recruits have the right mix of competencies for today’s workplace. 

Some recent studies in New Zealand have indicated that employers want graduates to have a 
broad range of competencies - both cognitive and behavioral (BERL, 2004; Coll, Zegwaard & 
Hodges, 2002; Hodges & Burchell, 2003).  These particular studies considered employers’ views in 
the tourism, science and technology, and business sectors respectively.  This paper reports on a follow 
up to the study of business employers, undertaken by Hodges and Burchell.  This current study sought 
to gain a better understanding of employers’ views on business graduates’ competencies.  By 
conducting in-depth interviews with 12 employers, the study aimed to gain insights as to why some 
competencies were more important than others and how employers view these competencies in 
relation to graduate performance. 

A sociocultural framework will be used when discussing the findings from this study.  
Particular attention will be given to the differences in workplace and educational settings for 
competency, learning and assessment.  The implications this may have for higher education in general 
and cooperative education in particular also is considered. 
 

Competency and Context 
 
Workplace competency is related to the manner in which individual attributes, such as prior 
knowledge, skills and attitudes, are drawn on in performing tasks in specific work contexts and which 
results in overall job performance (Birkett, 1993).  These individual attributes are referred to as 
competencies, the combination of which leads to the demonstration of competence (Bowden & 
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Masters, 1993; Gonczi & Hager, 1992; Hager & Beckett, 1995).  These competencies involve a 
combination and interconnection of cognitive and behavioral components - sometimes referred to 
‘hard’ and ‘soft’ skills (Ashton, 1994; Caudron, 1999; Georges, 1996; Strebler, 1997).   

The social and cultural context of work is increasingly being recognized as a key influence on 
workplace learning and competency.  Nonaka and Konno (1998) consider knowledge to be intangible, 
as well as being intrinsically linked to and inseparable from its context (shared space of meaning). 
Separation from its context turn it into information and therefore of less relevance.  According to 
Bandura (1997) success in a workplace context depends on the self-efficacy of the individual in 
dealing with the social realities of work situations.  It is also argued that all learning is socially-
situated, and that the activity being undertaken is influenced by the context and culture in which it 
occurs (Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989; Rogoff, 1990).  Furthermore, Billet (1994) considers that 
“for situated learning to be effective, it needs to be embedded in the authentic activities and social 
relations which comprise cultural practice” (p. 128).  

Birkett (1993) and Rudman (1995) identified that competency is a relative term, with 
performance being related to an individual’s experience.  This experience is gained within a social 
setting or community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), in which individual learning 
is mediated by the tools, signs or language of the particular practice (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991).  
These sociocultural views of learning suggest that if students have not been exposed to the workplace 
before they commence employment, there is likely to be a gap in their knowledge and understanding 
of workplace norms and expectations.  

From a graduate’s perspective, their view of the workplace, the competencies that they 
believe to be important, and their perception of their own competency levels (self-efficacy), will be 
influenced by their own sociocultural experiences and background, particularly from the formative 
cues and influences derived from their higher education experience.  It is therefore likely, in the 
context of employers’ work practices, that one might expect employers to identify gaps in graduates’ 
understanding of and performance in those competencies considered to be important. 
 

Methodology 
 
This pilot study set out to explore employers’ views of why some business graduate competencies are 
important and how they are (typically) demonstrated in the context of their workplace.  Participants 
were selected from a database of employers who had previously hosted students as part of a business 
degree cooperative education course (industry-based learning).  Employers who did not have 
experience of business graduates were asked to use their knowledge of the cooperative education 
(industry-based learning) students who would have been in their final semester of study when 
undertaking their placement.  Care was taken to have a broad range of employer participants, in terms 
of gender, organization type, organization size, and business disciplines.  A questionnaire survey, 
based on that used in the prior study of Hodges and Burchell (2003), was distributed to each 
participating employer prior to undertaking individual interviews at employer’s work-sites.  
Employers were asked to rate the level of importance they attributed to 25 competencies for bachelor-
level graduates in business roles in their first year of work.  They were also asked to rate the typical 
level of performance that such graduates demonstrated for each competency.  Definitions were 
provided for each of the 25 competencies (see appendix). The ratings were based on responses to two 
seven-point Likert scales.  For the importance scale, seven indicated the competency was very 
important, and for the performance scale seven indicated excellent performance. 

An analysis of each participant’s response to the questionnaire formed the basis of the 
questions used for each participant’s interview.  These questions revolved around three broad themes: 
factors underpinning the relative importance attributed to some competencies; reasons why some 
competencies had a sizeable gap between the ratings for importance and performance (generally two 
or more points on the Likert scale); and the factors that are considered when measuring and evaluating 
performance of these competencies.  These broad themes provided direction for the types of questions 
used in the semi-structured interview process.  In recognizing the limited time available for interviews 
by employers, the questions focused on those competencies rated as being the most important to each 
employer.  In two interviews there were two employers present.  Therefore in total, the views of 12 
employers were obtained. 
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All interviews, except one, were audio-taped and transcribed.  General themes that emerged from 
employer responses were examined using a phenomenographic approach.  Such an approach 
recognizes that the way we understand the behavior of others is to consider them against ‘ideal types’ 
based on our knowledge of everyday life (Schutz, 1962), which is socially ordered (Burrell & 
Morgan, 1979).  Thus the contextual aspects of the workplace helped to provide a framework for 
understanding employers’ views of graduate competencies.  Portions of transcripts have been used in 
the findings to illustrate particular points drawn from the analysis.  Pseudonyms have been used 
throughout to protect the confidentiality of participants.  
 

Findings 
 
When employers’ questionnaire responses were aggregated, nine of the top 10 competencies were 
also in the top 10 of the previous study (with only slight differences in order).  As with the earlier 
study, the most important competencies for these employers were largely behavioral in nature (see 
appendix).  In addition, most of the competencies were considered important (score of 4 or above) by 
most of the employers.  Nearly all employers scored higher on the importance scale than they did on 
the performance scale for most competencies.   

When analyzing the individual employer responses, themes that emerged are viewed within 
two broad areas; those relating to employers’ experiences and expectations of graduate competencies 
and; those relating to ways in which employers evaluated performance of those competencies. 
 
Competencies: Employer Experiences and Expectations 
 
The competency ability & willingness to learn was considered to be the most important competency 
by a number of employers, which is mirrored in the highest overall mean score of 6.4 on the seven 
point scale.  To a large extent this reflected many employers’ views that what is learned in their 
degree studies is only the starting point for students, summed up by Harry as “now your education 
begins.”  Of interest to the high importance placed on this competency was the relatively low 
importance placed on technical expertise by most employers.  In a number of cases, the view was that 
technical expertise was a ‘given’ and, as Ian observed, “you employ them for their ability to learn and 
to draw upon the [knowledge] resources they already have…” 

Most employers also viewed graduates’ flexibility to be of high importance.  Two main 
reasons were given for this.  Firstly, the variability in work demands (both in terms of work peaks and 
in the different types of work tasks) required staff to be flexible in their approach.  Secondly, the 
critical importance of the customer to the organization’s business, required staff to be flexible in 
meeting their needs.  Analysis of responses to the survey questionnaire showed that this competency 
had the largest gap between importance and performance of any competency.  During the interviews, 
it became apparent that most employers were not satisfied with graduate performance in this area. 
There were various explanations offered for this: “There may be three different ways of doing things, 
some of them would just go down and do it one particular way straightaway (Andrea).”  According to 
Harry, “they’ll take a very text book approach.”  Others related this more to an attitudinal problem, 
“often they don’t realize that the mundane tasks are sometimes more important to do than other work.  
For example [in order to meet a critical deadline], 50 lots of photocopying may be more important. 
(Cathy).”   

The cognitive competencies problem solving, analytical thinking and conceptual thinking 
were grouped together by many employers during interviews.  Prior survey responses had shown that 
all three competencies were of high importance to most of these employers, with a much lower rating 
(two points or more) given to performance.  During interviews, many expressed a concern with this 
gap:  “I need people to think conceptually…they can’t [just] sort things into pigeon holes (Brenda).”  
“Some aren’t so good at [problem solving]…they get defeated quite easily…they haven’t the 
resilience (Fred).”  “They want to be told everything.  They don’t use their own analysis of the 
situation (John).”  

Another key theme that emerged from the interviews was the critical importance employers 
place on competencies that relate to the customer or client interface.  This was evident in the way 
employers contextualized many behavioral competencies in relation to client issues, and also the fact 
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that as a group, in the survey, these employers rated customer service orientation as the second most 
important competency.  Of particular note, was that all employers had rated importance higher than 
performance.  Most employers saw this gap as a problem.  John didn’t believe this to be simply a 
competency deficiency, “students and new grads try hard, but they have a gap in understanding… 
they intuitively need to know how to respond to customers.  It is also about attitude.”  Brenda 
considered that “they don’t understand how [business] works at all.  You know they don’t have any 
concept of what it means to get business…I think it’s an experience thing.  But having said that they 
have less idea than I think they need to have.  We tend to keep them away from the customer 
altogether.”  Ian related this gap in graduates’ competency to a lack of pragmatism: “In the real world 
you’re often dealing with peoples’ agendas…we don’t even think about academic research or the right 
way of doing something.  We just do something that works.” 

A further aspect of the interrelationship between competencies was in employers’ comments 
on graduates’ attitudes.  These included graduates’ over-estimation of their competency, their desire 
to advance in their career ahead of their (competency) level, and their focus on immediate salary 
levels ahead of the potential for career advancement. Andrea’s comment that “they want the money 
without doing the work,” reflected similar comments made by other employers.  
 
Competency: Evaluating Performance 
 
Most employers when asked how employees demonstrate an ability & willingness to learn focused on 
performance goals and expectations, the achievement of which they considered presumed both an 
ability to learn and a willingness to learn.  For Harry, who is a manager in a medium-sized audit firm 
in which most of the work is organized through audit teams, this was fairly straightforward, “it 
becomes obvious very quickly for us…we get first hand exposure to what a person is producing 
through the work papers and it comes across very quickly how much aptitude they’ve got…”  Donna, 
who works in a small, busy office in the hospitality industry, was also interested in how quickly new 
staff learn, “you measure [performance] through the speed they pick things up.”  Similarly, George, a 
manager in a small logistics company, also related learning to performance which he saw as being 
part of a feedback loop, “you give them feedback, [and] they listen, take on board what is said and 
modify, hopefully, their behavior accordingly.”  

The competencies interpersonal communication, teamwork & cooperation and relationship 
building were linked together by many employers in their responses to graduate performance.  A 
possible explanation for this is the emphasis most employers gave, often in response to different 
questions, to the importance of staff working as a team (or in different teams) within their business.  
Many employers struggled to articulate how they measure individual performance in this area.  
Brenda considered that performance was related to effective communication of the employer’s 
expectations and standards.  She acknowledged that “we probably don’t do that all that well.”  Like 
Donna and George, Harry tended to only consider performance issues if there was a problem.  When 
asked how he would know whether a graduate was performing well, Harry responded by saying 
“probably if we don’t hear anything to the contrary.” 

Ian saw attitude as a key aspect of demonstrating flexibility, “it might show itself in an ability 
to take on a variety of tasks that intellectually are possibly not over taxing, but are important to 
undertake. It’s also about…[having an] holistic approach and attitude to life.”  Fred saw coping with 
uncertainty not only demonstrated graduates’ flexibility, but also their initiative, “if they come up 
against something [difficult, they will] have a little bit of a go of it, [and] then come and ask…and if 
they’re asking relatively intelligent questions you know they are on the right path.” 

The context for many employers, when considering performance, was how the competencies 
collectively contributed to meeting client and customer expectations.  Andrea, who is senior manager 
in a small chartered accountancy firm, made the point that they may only see their clients once a year 
when they undertake the audit.  Therefore they have a limited opportunity in which to develop and 
maintain a relationship: “All they see is a set of accounts at the end of the year – [which we may] 
charge them three grand for. They don’t know all the work that’s gone into it, so any sort of 
communication we have with them is vitally important.” 

In measuring and evaluating performance a few employers indicated that they did have 
formalized systems for staff development and performance.  For example, in Ellen’s organization 
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much of their work is team related and ‘projectized’.  Essentially, feedback is constantly provided on 
performance either from team members and/or at the more formal monthly ‘catch-up’ meetings.  
Providing on-going feedback to staff on their performance was mentioned by most other employers at 
some point during interviews.  However, the issue of what ‘standards’ were used to gauge 
performance was more complex and appeared to be something that tended not to be written down, but 
understood through on-going dialogue and development.  For example, Fred, who is an owner-
manager of a small accountancy firm, stated that “I’ve got trained staff here who know what the 
standards are, so they soon bring up to speed the ones that have just come in.”  While these standards 
were not written down they were discussed with staff in an informal way in the context of daily work 
tasks and activities. In other words, standards seemed to be communicated to staff ‘in situ’ on an on-
going basis and in a formative way.   
 

Conclusions and Implications 
 
It is recognized that there are limitations to what may be taken from the findings of a pilot study of 
this nature.  Given the small number of employers interviewed, the interpretative approach utilized, 
and the limitations of time to explore issues in sufficient depth,i caution is clearly needed when 
attempting to draw conclusions.  It would also be inappropriate to generalize these findings to other 
business employers or to other discipline settings.  Noting these limitations, the findings from this 
analysis of 12 employers’ views on business graduates’ competencies has elicited some useful 
insights as to why certain competencies may be considered more important than others, where 
competency deficiencies may exist, and how some employers view and evaluate these competencies 
through performance.   
 
Competency Considerations 
 
Two key concerns expressed by employers during interviews were graduates’ lack of business 
contextual understanding and appreciation, and their poor ‘attitudes’.  This may be linked to the 
different environments in which the world of academia and the world of work operate in.  Business 
work practices are heavily influenced by client-driven considerations which often result in pragmatic 
approaches and solutions.  This contrasts sharply with the more structured and formal approaches 
that characterize academia.  What it means to be competent in these different contextual settings, 
suggest that many business graduates have a steep learning curve when they enter the workplace and 
may develop what Piaget (1950, 1985) refers to as ‘cognitive conflict’ - that is prior ways of thinking 
about things are in conflict with or do not fit easily with their experience of a new situation.  This can 
lead to a state of ‘disequilibrium’, which may result in an individual being reluctant to change their 
way of thinking (or theories of learning) even when there is significant evidence to suggest this is 
required (Kamiloff-Smith & Inhelder, 1975).  Employers’ comments regarding graduates’ ‘poor 
attitudes’ suggest that graduates may in fact experience a level of ‘disequilibrium’ when beginning 
their working careers. 

The contextual differences between work and education also challenge the rather simplistic 
notion that the acquisition of knowledge and competencies in one setting is transferable to another 
setting.  While the more generic competencies such as interpersonal communication, teamwork and 
relationship building might be more easily transferred, there use-in-practice will be affected by the 
myriad of sociocultural factors inherent in these different ‘communities of practice’.  Essentially, the 
notion of competency transfer ignores the influence of context on learning and makes an (incorrect) 
assumption that graduates have developed ‘polycontextual skills’ (i.e., the ability to make sense of 
and move between different forms of expertise) when engaging in ‘boundary crossing’ (Reder, 1993; 
Engeström et al., 1995).   

When viewing competency from a sociocultural perspective, not only must consideration be 
given to how graduates are acculturated into new ‘communities of practice’, but also how they gain 
expertise through ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  Cognitive expertise, 
according to Glaser (1990), goes beyond the traditional subject/content knowledge associated with 
educational curricula, and includes how students construct knowledge or meaning for themselves as 
well as the strategies they may employ for tackling the novel problems they will encounter in new 
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situations.  This resonates with the way some employers in this study linked the competency technical 
expertise with the competency ability & willingness to learn.  Glaser’s view of cognitive expertise can 
also be linked to the concept of metacognitive awareness - the importance of individuals acquiring 
knowledge about their thinking processes and the strategies they employ to learn from their 
experiences (Biggs, 2003; Bruning, Shraw & Ronning, 1995).  

Exposing students to work practices before they graduate, can help students’ metacognitive 
development, as well as enabling them to gain a broader understanding of work practices.  However, 
according to a major EU research project, work experience per se is likely to be of limited value 
unless students are supported through the development of learning goals and strategies to achieve 
them (EU Fourth Framework Targeted Socio-Economic Research, 2001).  
 
Assessment Considerations 
 
Employers’ views have suggested that workplace performance standards for professional business 
graduates reside within the collective experiences of their staff, and are implicit rather than explicit. 
Employers’ key focus appeared to be on outcomes at an activity level, for example, completing a 
successful client audit.  Staff tended to work in teams and be supported in these activities by their 
peers or more ‘experienced others’ when required.  Interview responses also indicated that employers 
focus not only on staff competencies that meet immediate practice imperatives, but also on ensuring 
staff develop competencies to meet future practice requirements, that is, staff learn and grow from 
their experiences.  

It was apparent that formative and summative employer evaluation methods of new 
employees was much more integrated than is typically found in assessment practices of students in 
higher education.  The employers’ approach in fact has a much closer link to what Boud (2000) refers 
to as ‘sustainable assessment’, the purpose of which is to ‘identify whether they have met whatever 
standards are appropriate for the task in hand and seek forms of feedback from their environment 
(from peers, other practitioners, from written and other sources) to enable them to undertake related 
learning more effectively’ (p. 152).  Given the influence of assessment on learning, this suggests that 
assessment practices used in cooperative education programs should ensure that they contribute to 
students’ metacognitive development.  An important component of metacognitive development is 
engaging students in effective self monitoring of their learning.  It has been argued that competent 
learners are those who self-monitor their work (Boud, 1995; Falchikov, 2005; Gipps, 1994).  Self-
monitoring will involve learners in setting their own goals (Gipps, 1994) that are clear (Brookhart, 
2001).  

If graduates are to be equipped to self monitor their performance in the workplace, they will 
also need to understand the criteria and standards that will be employed (Brookhart, 2001; Gipps, 
1994; Sadler, 1989, 1998).  Sadler (1989) considers that such understanding will enable the individual 
to close the gap between the actual level of performance and the reference level (identified by  the 
standards), which in turn will enable them “to judge the quality of what they are producing and be 
able to regulate what they are doing during the doing of it” (p. 121).  In the work setting, it is 
suggested here that these standards may be diversely spread among the workplace community, are 
likely to be implicit rather than explicit, and are embedded in everyday activities.  This contrasts with 
traditional assessments practices in educational settings in which standards and criteria are usually 
pre-specified and linked to expected learning outcomes.  Essentially, if cooperative education is to 
adequately prepare students to become self-monitoring professionals in the workplace, then a different 
form of assessment is required, one that equips students to handle learning beyond their program of 
study (Boud & Falchikov, 2005). 
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Appendix 
 

Competency Descriptors (based on Spencer & Spencer 1993 
Teamwork & cooperation (fosters group facilitation and management, conflict resolution, 
motivation of others, creating a good workplace climate) 
Flexibility (adaptability, perceptual objectivity, staying objective, resilience, behaviour is 
contingent on the situation) 
Relationship building (networking, establish rapport, use of contacts, concern for 
stakeholders e.g. clients) 
Computer literacy (able to operate a number of packages; has information management 
awareness) 
Conceptual thinking (creative thinking, insight, pattern recognition, critical thinking, 
problem recognition and definition, can generate hypotheses, linking ideas) 
Technical expertise  (job related technical knowledge and skills, depth and breadth, acquires 
expertise, donates expertise) 
Organisational awareness  (understands organisation, knows constraints, power and 
political astuteness, cultural knowledge, ethical understanding) 
Interpersonal communication (effective speaking and listening, utilises and is responsive to 
non-verbal communication) 
Concern for order, quality & accuracy  (monitoring, concern for clarity, reduce 
uncertainty, keeping track of events and issues) 
Impact & influence on others  (impression management, strategic influence, presentation 
skills, showmanship, persuasion, collaborative influence) 
Initiative  (seizes opportunities, bias for action, proactive, self motivation, persistence, 
decisiveness, strategic orientation, diagnostic focus, looking deeper, contextual sensitivity) 
Customer service orientation  (helping and service orientation, focus on client needs, 
commercial awareness, actively solves client problems) 
Developing others  (coaching, mentoring, providing support, training, developing others, 
positive regard) 
Leadership  (vision, taking charge, concern for subordinates, builds a sense of group 
purpose, assertiveness, decisiveness, firmness of standards) 
Energy & passion (a positive ‘can-do’ attitude, high energy levels, enthusiasm, pro-active, 
strong drive) 
Analytical thinking  (thinking for self, reasoning, practical intelligence, planning skills, 
problem analysing, systematic) 
Self control  (resistance to stress, staying calm, high emotional intelligence (EQ), resists 
temptation, stamina, not impulsive, can calm others) 
Organisational commitment  (align self and others to organisational needs, business-
mindedness, self sacrifice)  
Ability and willingness to learn (desire and aptitude for learning, learning as a basis for 
action) 
Interpersonal understanding  (empathy, sensitivity to others, diagnostic understanding, 
awareness of others’ feelings) 
Self confidence  (strong self concept, internal locus of control, independence, positive ego 
strength, decisive, accepts responsibility) 
Personal planning and organisational skills (ability to organise self and others, effective 
time management, organises and completes tasks effectively and efficiently) 
Written communication (relevant skills / appropriate use of: emails, internal memos, 
internal and external reports, letters to clients) 
Achievement orientation  (task accomplishment – a completer, seeks results, employs 
innovation, has competitiveness, seeks impact, aims for standards and efficiency) 
Problem solving (actively solves identified problems, carries through to completion) 

 NB. Highlighted competencies were rated the 10 most important by respondents in this study 
                                                 
i With employers’ permission, most interviews went beyond the 30 minutes anticipated and allocated. Not 
wanting to stretch employers’ generosity with their time, interviews were kept (as far as possible) to a maximum 
of 45 minutes. 
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Abstract 
 
This research paper addresses the effectiveness of work placement as a learning strategy.  The case study 
approach is adopted for this research in which a hospitality second year undergraduate student is interviewed to 
ascertain their perceptions of the learning within the workplace and how effective this has been.  Student A, who 
is a second year hotel stream student enrolled on the Bachelor of Hospitality and Tourism Management 
comments on her knowledge and skills when entering the work place and the transference of knowledge gained 
previously in the institution.  Sharleen, a convener for the work placement program interviews Student A as part 
of the gathering of evidence alongside referring to workplace self evaluations provided by the student, employer 
evaluations and student course handbooks.  Student A also discusses the benefits and advantages of enrolling 
into an undergraduate program, which includes a workplace component as opposed to a traditional academic 
undergraduate degree.  The paper concludes with some suggestions about future research and innovations that 
the author believes should be introduced into the work placement area within the degree, which would help 
enhance student learning in the future.  
 

Introduction 
 
The research question: ‘How Effective is Work placement? – A Case Study Approach’, is the topic of 
this research paper.  To explore this question, the case study methodology was adopted and focused 
on a second year hospitality and tourism management degree student referred to in this paper as 
Student A.  Through questionnaire, interview and a student report and employer evaluation of work 
placement, evidence was collected to establish whether or not transference of knowledge actually took 
place, along with any other learning benefits in relation to the cooperative education placement.  This 
paper will focus on the key theories of learning which relate directly to cooperative education, by 
referring to the work of Kolb and Dewey.  The history of cooperative education will be traced back to 
Antioch University in the United States of America, which integrated cooperative education 
placement into their academic programs as early as the 1920s.  This will also form part of the 
discussion, along with reference to a paper by Professor Patricia Linn, an academic from this 
institution (Linn & Howard, 2004).  The main purpose of this case study is to ascertain the student 
perceptions of the work placement in reference to the transference of knowledge and learning benefits 
for this student.  The research findings based around this issue will be discussed, and the application 
of case study methodology will be analyzed.  Discussion and interpretation of the results will form 
part of this paper with final recommendations regarding this research summarized. 
 

Experiential Learning in Adult Education 
 
One of the most familiar learning theories is Kolb’s experiential learning model (Kolb, 1984).  This is 
based on a four stage cycle of experience, reflection, formation of concepts and generalizations and 
testing of actions.  Kolb lists the essential characteristics of experiential learning as the following: 
(Sutherland, 1998): 
 

1. Learning is a process model of learning, as opposed to a product one 
2. Learning is a continuous process grounded in experiences 
3. The process of learning requires the resolution of conflicts between diametrically opposed 

adaptions to the world 
4. Learning is a holistic process 
5. Learning involves transactions between the person and the environment, and 
6. Learning is the process of creating knowledge. 
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Experience, according to Dewey is also a social relationship.  He sees experience as a relationship 
between the individual and their environment a repeatable interaction in which meanings are found.  
Some practitioners look to the theories of John Dewey whose notions of experiential learning offer a 
firm basis for the value of learning through work experience (Eames, 2000).  There has been a long 
standing tension between educators who support theory and those who support practice.  Educators 
using experiential learning techniques are more concerned with the use value of knowledge than its 
exchange value (Kraft & Kielsmeier, 1995).  Cooperative education placement has its foundations 
firmly in experiential learning and constructivist and social constructivist theory.  Kolb’s theory of 
learning alongside the sociocultural theorists of learning fit well with the whole concept of 
cooperative education placement.    
 

Cooperative Education in Adult Learning 
 
Anotioch College President (1921-1936) Arthur Morgan, identified the close linkage between theory 
and its practical application as a transferable concept.  From this, the concept of cooperative education 
generalized undergraduate form, was introduced by Arthur Morgan as the main focus of Antioch 
College Ohio, and thereby a unique American innovation in higher learning.  Central to Morgan’s 
concept was that learning and working were two essential aspects of a complete undergraduate liberal 
arts education.  Every student was expected to participate in the ‘co-op’ part of the program.  
Student’s career development was seen as important as their personal growth at Antioch.  By 
integrating study and work over the four of five years of college curriculum graduates were prepared 
for work and workers prepared for further study and growth and working  (Hall, 1999)  Cooperative 
education at Antioch was at its peak from the 1940s through to the 1960s due to peak employment.  
By the end of the 1960s many universities were experimenting with off campus study including 
cooperative education.  By the late 1970s in the United States even schools were introducing 
cooperative education programs funded by the ‘School to work’ programs.  By the late 1990s Antioch 
College recognized a need to review its entire cooperative education program to meet the needs of the 
twenty first century.  This is largely because of the rapid changes in technology.  Student’s can now 
study online while working, they can study by distance rather than attending campus which ultimately 
changes the role of the tertiary institute.  Changes in the delivery of the program, to meet the needs of 
the students and employers are key to Antioch’s and any other educational institute’s success.  
Student placement programs are an alternative name for cooperative education.  The popularity of 
industry education links like work placements offers recruiters help in providing an invaluable source 
of pre-selection about potential employees.  As Stokes (1993, p. 87) states, “the operation of 
placement programs has to constitute common sense and not a charitable act for companies 
concerned.”  Employers also see placements as an opportunity to raise their company’s profile while 
providing students with the opportunity to gain increased confidence in core skills such as 
communication as noted by Rawlinson and Connor (1996).  Cooperative education programs are a 
step toward meeting the change in delivery of programs which also meet the needs of the workplace 
(Hall, 1999).  The three way partnership in cooperative education goes a long way to ensure that 
graduates are flexible, confident and work ready when they finish their program of study at their 
chosen educational institute.  A representative from Antioch University, Professor Patricia Linn 
presented a keynote paper at the 5th Asia Pacific Conference on Cooperative Education in Auckland 
titled ‘Stepping into the Waterfall: How wet do students get?’  The paper focused around why 
research around student learning is important to the field of cooperative education.  Professor Linn 
(2004) stated that “the power of the cooperative education on students’ lives came from listening to 
stories of alumini/ae who retuned to Antioch for reunion gatherings.  They remembered vividly the 
details of their co-op experiences, even when they struggled at times sometimes to recall what their 
major was.”  Professor Linn went on to say that after 25 years of working with co-op students at 
Antioch she has always been aware of the difference in students after they return from co-op.  Linn 
stated that, “they are changed: in the way they carry themselves, the way they look us in the eye, their 
increased self awareness.  They’ve done something: they’ve stepped into a waterfall” (p. 6). 
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Literature Research 
 
Waryszak (1999) surveyed four groups of hospitality students from institutions in Melbourne, The 
Hague, Oxford, and Glasgow to assess their perceptions of cooperative education placement.  The 
findings from this study indicated that there were many differences and similarities between 
international samples which cannot be generalized beyond the studies sampled.  The findings also 
showed that students’ expectations from cooperative education placement can be assessed in detail by 
measuring their expectations from the social climate of their industrial placements’ work environment. 
The global perspective taken in this study also highlighted some cultural differences in perceptions of 
students which were associated to their cultural work environments.  This  is supported by Purcell and 
Quinn (1995, p. 16) who noted that “students returned from their placements more mature with 
considerable insight into the industry; but this insight often crystallized in disillusion and a desire to 
use their experience and education to find employment in another sector of the economy.”  This 
research highlights the effectiveness of the cooperative education placement to the degree that it was a 
real life snapshot of what to expect in the industries the student was placed in.   

Another study by Waryszak (2000) focused on three international samples of students and 
their perceptions of the work environment in cooperative education placements in the tourism industry.  
The main aim of this study was to compare the earlier study mentioned in this literature research done 
in Melbourne on hospitality students, with those from overseas institutions.  Waryszak comments on 
the fact that to date there is little evidence about students’ perceptions of their cooperative work 
placement with regard to specific aspects of the job and the organization.  This research confirms the 
need for more cross sectional and longitudinal studies to be completed across various institutions and 
work places.  As the actual study of cooperative education placement is a relatively modern 
phenomenon in education this conclusion is expected.   

Eakins (2000) research involved a group of final year undergraduate students from the Royal 
Melbourne Institute of Technology, who completed a questionnaire regarding work context in 
cooperative education placements.  The research comments on the diversity of cooperative education 
programs and the uncertainty in the literature as to whether one appropriate framework exists to 
develop a cooperative education curriculum.  The findings from the surveys confirmed that 
satisfactory cooperative education placements should be structured so that they provide tasks which 
students see as challenging, and for which the student can take responsibility, as well as contributing 
to the organization. 
 

Methodology 
 
The case study method of research was used and centered around one student.  There were a number 
of reasons why case study was chosen for this research.   Interpretation of the data collected means 
that the recommendations will reflect the qualitative nature of the research.  This is a contemporary 
research project which is bounded and these features fit well with the case study methodology.  This 
case study falls into type one category and is a single case design which is holistic. (Yin, 1994)  As 
depicted by Yin single case study is appropriate under three main circumstances which include; a 
unique or extreme case, a critical case and a revelatory case.  Yin goes further to state that “single 
case studies may be suitable when the single case study may be conducted as a prelude to further 
study” (p. 39) which is where this case study would be placed.  Triangulation addresses the issue of 
construct validity and ensures that multiple sources of evidence provide multiple measures of the 
same phenomenon (Yin, 1994).  This particular case study incorporated triangulation into the method 
by using a survey, interview and documentation as evidence for the research project  

Case studies also are a step to actions.  They contribute to action and their insights may be 
directly interpreted and put to use; for staff or individual self-development, for institutional feedback, 
formative evaluation and in educational policy making (Bassey, 1999).  Case studies present research 
or evaluation data in a more publicly accessible form than other kinds of research report.  The 
language and form of the presentation of the report is generally easier to understand and interpret than 
conventional research reports.  The case study is therefore capable of serving multiple audiences.  At 
its best the case study allows the reader to judge the implications of a study for himself (Simons, 
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1980).  There is the criticism of case study research around the basis for scientific generalization.  The 
view is that robust conclusions cannot be supported by one case study alone, hence the weakness of 
this method.  In this case study it is recognized that it is just one case, and therefore could not be 
generalized across all similar situations.  A further weakness of the case study method of research is 
the complaint that many case studies can take too long.  This particular case study was conducted over 
a short period, which does counter this weakness. 
 

Results 
 
The data gathered for this research included; a questionnaire, student interview and student report 
based on the work placement along with an employer evaluation.  The survey contained five questions 
and other comments: Q1. The student commented on the transfer of skill and knowledge gained from 
the work placement as being a positive outcome.  Particularly in the areas of business accounting and 
front office.  The student did comment on the fact that there was a general transference of knowledge 
in many instances;  Q2. The student commented on the areas of development because of the work 
placement as being learning a new computer program and being able to transfer the theory from the 
classroom into practice;  Q3. The student commented on the positive relationships built up at the work 
place and the experience of being able to work as a benefit.  A further benefit was the ability to be 
able to work in a number of different areas thereby increasing practical knowledge and skills;  Q4. 
The student commented on weaknesses of work placement which included low wages, the use of 
holiday time to complete the work placement and the small number of hours in certain sections of the 
work place;  Q5. The student commented on suggestions for improvement as the opportunity to have 
more responsibility in a management role, and the ability to achieve a duty manager’s license at no 
cost to the student; and, Q6. The final comment was that overall the work placement was a great 
opportunity to share real life examples with the students on the program, and allowed the student to 
take learned knowledge and skills into a work place and practice them.   

The interview conducted with the student is transcribed as follows:  
(Code: R= Researcher speaking, S = Student speaking, a period inside parentheses means a pause, ‘.5’ means a 
short pause and a double :: means an elongated word or sound). 
 

R Student A you completed work placement (.) can you just tell me where you completed it 
please? 

S Um Abbey Lodge Hotel Motel Dunedin 
R Thank you (.) and how long was your placement for? 
S Usually it would be eight weeks but I worked in different departments and in housekeeping 

you don’t get enough hours so I carried it over probably about 11 or 12 weeks 
R When you were at Abbey Lodge did you have a supervisor there? 
S Um::m it’s quite a small organization and most of my communication was with my general 

manager (.) but of course we had the executive housekeeper and stuff like that yeah 
R You are doing the course in hospitality tourism management (.5) the degree and you are in 

the hotel stream (.5) you’ve had a lot of information  knowledge and skills passed on to you 
during the work that you’ve been doing have you found that useful when you’re transferring 
that knowledge into your work placement? 

S Definitely um (.) probably the most would be the hotel stream but accounting and economics 
there would be instances where you have to think oh I learnt that already (.) but yeah there’s 
quite a lot of information actually 

R That’s great and did it actually make you able to feel as if you had been able to put the things 
you learnt in theory into practice in the workplace? 

S Yes definitely but (.) as I say it’s very different from working in a classroom and then 
actually doing it in real life but especially sitting in front office when you get a complaint 
and you say I have learnt about complaints I know how to deal with that 

R Yes 
S But 
R Yes (.5) and were you more confident with working in the workplace from having done a 

year in the hotel stream (.) did that give you more confidence? 
S Um::m hard to say like I think for different areas of the hotel I could say that I had the 

confidence to do housekeeping because I had actually carried out my practical at the same 
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hotel but its hard to pinpoint because I didn’t actually do that  much in front office or 
housekeeping whereas waitressing you know I’m not in the catering but 

R Yes (.) and would you recommend this type of study that is theory in the classroom and then 
an applied component to other students (.) why would you recommend that Student A? 

S Um:m especially because it’s carried over two years so you’ve got year one and I think it’s 
worthwhile staying at the same hotel because then you can step up and take your knowledge 
from the classroom into you know real like perspective(.5) I think it’s excellent 

R That’s great, and what were the advantages if you like of doing this course or program as 
opposed to a university degree at another university? 

S Because you do get the real life examples and you can go out and put what you’ve learned 
into practice and you can take away you know it’s more beneficial at the end of the degree 
because you’ve got that (.5) whereas if you did a degree at university for example they’ve 
got to wait for the end and they can’t walk straight into a good position whereas we’ve got 
that experience behind us as well 

R It would be beneficial for you to continue with the same work place as you’ve said (.) are 
you working there still at the moment? 

S Yes (.) yes that’s the good thing we do get some more hours behind us 
R and I believe you’re also paid which is an added bonus 
S Yeah definitely that’s the big issue where it is cooperative education and it’s not work 

experience as such (.) they don’t have to pay you but most places tend to which is yeah I 
wouldn’t be able to live (giggle) 

R Have the employers been um supportive of when you work in the industry with them at 
Abbey Lodge? 

S yeah definitely it started off with me being there for co-operative education placement but 
now that I’ve been there done that I’m now officially (giggle) part of the industry (giggle) 

R Look that’s been wonderful (.) Student A do you have anything you’d like to um something 
that you’d like to perhaps change about the work placement (.5) are there any advice perhaps 
or is there anything you’d like to add that we don’t do for the work placement that we don’t 
do here? 

S Um:m not really um it is an internationally recognized degree (.) it would be good if some 
people some jobs thought about jobs that came up overseas and told us about them if we did 
want to go internationally told us about them but other than that I think it’s great 

R Perhaps working with another university that has placements perhaps we could swaps you 
mean 

S Yeah that would be quite good and it would probably motivate us a bit more 
R And you think that international experience would be useful perhaps? 
S Yeah, yeah 
R And in terms of when you finish the degree do you have any ambition to travel at all? 
S Yes, yes straight away (giggle) I think that’s probably what I will do and try and get a higher 

position but first I’ll try and work up to get a top management position and then go overseas 
R There’s a lot of debate in um educational institutions about whether a degree should be more 

theory than applied (.) we offer an applied theory focus so a combination um as a student 
going into the industry has that been the best option for you? 

S Definitely because hospitality is a people industry you have to have that with this degree 
there is no other way (.) it shouldn’t be any other way (giggle) 

R Student A thank you for your time(.) thank you very much and this is the close of the 
interview. 

 
From the above transcript of the interview the following comments were noted:  The work placement 
over two years was positive as it allowed a building of knowledge and a possibility of moving into 
higher positions more swiftly, the experience was positive, more confidence had been gained due to 
the work placement, there was an ability to transfer knowledge learned in the classroom, the main 
advantage of this degree program as opposed to a non-applied degree was the inclusion of the work 
placement component, the employers were supportive, she felt a part of the industry because of the 
work placement, and  she felt it would be good to have reciprocal arrangements with other universities 
globally to swap work placements which would add to the appeal of the program. 
 



Howison: How Effective is Hospitality Work Placement? 
 

 
Conference Proceedings:  New Zealand Association for Cooperative Education 

Annual Conference, Queenstown, 27-28 April, 2006 
 

64

The student report and employer evaluation were completed while the student was participating in the 
work placement.  The employer at the end of the work placement completed an evaluation of the 
student in relation to attitude, knowledge, motivation, punctuality, responsiveness and general 
competence in the position.  The student report was a written report based on their time in the 
workplace and discussed the work roles and responsibilities and what they were expected to do while 
on placement. 

There was an opportunity for them to give comment and feedback generally on the work 
placement which could be summarized as follows: The employer confirmed that the student 
participated and enjoyed the work placement and was a fantastic employee whilst out in the industry.  
The student in her final conclusion of the report comments on the “extremely fulfilling experience and 
the lifting of her self confidence.”  The employer evaluation supports the student comments with the 
sentence “Student A has been fantastic whilst working at our business.  She is a very smart and 
intelligent young lady who has impressed all members of staff.  I have no doubt Student A will be a 
success in whatever she chooses to do and is a great example of Otago Polytechnic.” 
 

Interpretation of Results 
 
The student randomly selected to participate in this case study has provided valuable evidence to 
support work placement as a learning strategy.  What must be confirmed from this data is that the 
student in this case has gained a positive learning experience from  work placement which has 
allowed transference of knowledge from the institution to the work place and vice versa.  What cannot 
be confirmed is that this would be the case for all students who complete work placement.  As Yin 
(1994) has stated “case studies are not a generalization but a bounded contemporary study which 
supports the case in question” (p. 94).  A generalization across all students who complete work 
placement being an effective learning strategy would not be a valid conclusion.  The student has 
commented on the need for more scope in work placement globally which could be supported through 
evidence from future research.  To provide further support for this study, further research would need 
to be conducted which includes more participants in this, or similar academic program along with the 
lecturers and industry employers which would change the context of the case study as stated by Yin 
(1994) to a multiple case study.  It would be essential for reliability and validity not to shift the 
theoretical concerns or objectives in any future research.  If these were changed and not the cases 
themselves, then the researcher could be accused of bias in conducting the research and interpreting 
the findings. 
 

Recommendations from Conclusions 
 
Any future research to answer the research question ‘How Effective is Work placement?– A Case 
Study Approach’ should include multiple sources of evidence.  The purpose of this is to ensure that 
triangulation has occurred and this then also increases the reliability and validity of the research.  
Students across all streams of the degree program should be randomly selected to give a broader focus 
and provide more robust data along with lecturers and employers from the work place.  Coupled with 
this a comparative study from various intakes of the degree program could be included which would 
provide further evidence for the research around the effectiveness of the work placement.  As with all 
research, anonymity must be maintained to protect the identity of all participants and this should be 
ensured at all times.  A full international literature research should be conducted, to support any future 
research which would also add to the weight of evidence, and support the findings (Gomm, R. & 
Hammersley & Foster, 2000). 
 

Summary 
 
Research using case study methodology must ensure that sufficient evidence is collected to answer the 
research question.  This case study supports the effectiveness of work placement as a learning strategy 
for this particular student.  What the case study does not confirm, is whether the same results would 
occur from a cross section of students who complete placement.  The literature research confirms 
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more research that is both cross sectional and longitudinal, is essential to add to the body of 
knowledge around the phenomena of cooperative education.  In this particular instance, further 
research involving more students, employers and lecturers should be conducted which would give 
alternative perspectives, and also provide a more compelling case study as a result.  This would also 
increase the generalizability of the research (Gomm, Hammersley & Foster, 2000).   
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Abstract 
 

The advantages associated with various types of tests used are discussed together with the problems which could 
be encountered, both with the perception of the skills and characteristics that are claimed to be measured, and 
threats to their validity due to misperception, and the testing process itself.  Should these tests be used for the 
purpose of placing students at all? Is there any benefit to the student?  Who administers the tests and who has 
access to the results?  These are all questions which need to be explored. Students often do not have the full 
range of skills necessary to do the job where they are placed; they are there to gain that skill or knowledge. It 
would therefore be unacceptable to test for those factors, however, if tests are to be used when they are ready to 
seek permanent employment it could be beneficial to allow them to gain the experience of the tests.  The aim of 
this paper is not to provide definitive answers to the above questions, but more to highlight the issues and 
provide a variety of viewpoints based on current literature.  The business associated with the production of the 
various tests may involve large amounts of money as well as having an impact on the reputation and success of 
the companies which use them; this means that the validity of these methods needs to be proven. 
 

Introduction 
 
A large number of employers currently rely on the results of psychological testing to help them make 
decisions about suitable employees.  In theory this approach saves time and money by weeding out 
the applicants who do not possess the skills or temperament for a particular position.  What impact 
does this trend have for academic institutes when placing students into suitable employment based 
work placements? 

Employers no longer feel obliged to hire people from the immediate geographical area, which 
makes face to face interviews of all applicants often impractical.  The Internet has made the 
employment market global, so some method of screening the multitude of applicants needs to be 
found.  With this globalization comes the awareness that not all peoples are the same, or even similar, 
and the issue of making any method used to screen applicants equally sensitive to culture, race or 
religion even more important. 
 

What are Psychological Tests? 
 
The term psychological test has been adopted as a description of any test which is given to a person to 
evaluated either their suitability for a particular role, or their ability to perform set tasks. According to 
Anastasi and Urbina (1997) a psychological test is a scientific test to measure a sample of behavior.  
The first tests were recorded in Europe in the late nineteenth century when teachers were faced with 
large classes of students from very diverse backgrounds, although there is some indication that the 
Chinese society used tests in some form extensively from around 2200 BCE (Geisinger, 2000). 
 

Types of Tests 
 
Types of tests include tests for cognitive ability, personality and assessment of on the job skills. A 
common form is domain referenced testing, which allows the person who is testing to compare the 
results with other participants taking the same or similar test, and highlights the knowledge of skills 
which the participants know , or do not know.  The most common examples of these are the literacy 
and numeracy tests used by the school system to assess a child’s age in these areas.  For these to be a 
good indication of the levels of achievement, they need to go through a rigorous validity testing 
regime.  The other common forms are personality testing to test for suitability to work in a given 
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environment, and mastery testing, where the participant is tested on their ability to perform certain 
well defined tasks, with the result being success or failure. 

Tests tend to be designed to test a particular skill set, or a set of personality traits.  The more 
reputable tests have undergone a great deal of testing to ensure that they measure these as accurately 
as possible, this is why the tests used by industry for a serious purpose tend to be quite expensive and 
not freely available.  There are free ones, available both online and in print, for example the types 
used in magazines, these are usually for personal use, or as fun, where a person’s career does not 
depend on the results. 
 

Employment Testing 
 
With large companies with numerous employers supervised by different managers, these tests may 
remove some of the subjectivity from employee selection by setting measurable criteria.  With the 
onset of the ‘global company’ often prospective employees reside outside the local area of the 
position which they are applying for psychological tests administered online could help with the 
initial selection of possible candidates; however they should not be the sole reason for employing a 
particular person.  Some firms use computer based tests as a tool to select a short list for jobs. 
Computer based testing highlights the anonymity of the person taking the test, and also allows 
possible fraud, how do you guarantee that the person taking the test is in fact the person you think 
they are?  They could be someone else, or even be more than one person, as there is no easy method 
for confirming the identity of a test taker.  According to (Stanley, 2004, p. 1): “Research studies 
strongly suggest there is a direct link between cognitive ability and overall job performance,” as they 
test a person’s problem solving skills.  According to Schwartz, “A good test score is an indicator that 
an applicant has the skills, aptitude and personality characteristics required for the job, but test results 
need to be combined with other factors – interviews, background checks, reference checks and so 
forth” (Schwartz, 2004, p. 1). 
 

Issues of Validity 
 
Anastasi and Urbina (1997) believe that in order to interpret the results of these tests, the 
administrator needs to understand the test, test conditions and the test taker, as well as what the test is 
designed to measure and how it has been validated.  ‘Practice makes perfect’ is an old saying, which 
may equally well apply to the issue of psychological testing.  It is possible for a person to increase 
their score in a particular type of test by sitting multiple practice tests.  While this may be not be a 
disadvantage in some types of tests, it could jeopardize the validity of the results in others, as the 
increase in score may not accurately reflect the ability of  the person to do the required job, or even 
their suitability.  If a candidate has an idea of the requirements of a particular position, or work 
environment, they may attempt to answer the questions in accordance with their perception of these 
requirements, instead of truthfully.  In order to counter this issue, tests often ask for the same, or 
similar information in a number of different ways, making the test longer and more complicated than 
is necessary, but hopefully, more accurate. 

Awareness of cultural and educational differences has to be incorporated into any test which 
is likely to be administered to multi-ethnic groups.  This applies mainly to tests containing elements of 
general knowledge or language.  Instructions also need to be checked to ensure that they do not 
differentiate between the different groups.  Rupert et al. (1999) looked at how the subject of testing 
was taught, and discovered some disturbing facts. There did not appear to be much attention given to 
the use, administration or interpretation of psychological testing within the training of students who 
would eventually be expected to perform these tasks.  
 

How Widely Are They Used? 
 
“According to the most recent study by the Society for Human Resources Management, more than 40 
percent of Fortune 100 companies include some form of psychological testing in their employment 
selection systems for frontline workers to chief executive officers” (Erickson, 2004, p. 1). 
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Employment agencies regularly use these tests to screen applications, and to aid in the matching these 
potential employees to appropriate jobs within the most suitable companies.  Psychological testing is 
not only restricted to employment into a new job in a new company, they are also used to assess 
career development within a company, for example, they were given to current staff at a government 
department within New Zealand to assess their suitability to train as computer programmers in the 
1980’s. 
 

Work Placement 
 
As psychological tests are becoming more widely used in industry for assessing how suitable a 
particular person is both for initial employment and movement within a firm, is there a place for them 
in the work placement environment?  This question raises a number of vital issues, particularly in the 
areas of appropriateness and privacy among others.  Ethical and practical consideration also needs to 
be addressed prior to the decision to include psychological testing as part of the work placement 
regime. 
 

Appropriateness 
 
How appropriate is it to use these tests for students who are still in the process of being trained.  The 
results could have very distinct and opposite impact on the student’s perception of their current ability 
or their future aspirations.  For example, if they scored particularly highly they may become over 
confident, or, conversely if they scored low, the chance is that they may become discouraged and give 
up trying thus abandoning a valid future career.  Often students lack confidence which could be made 
worse by a bad test result, also in the case of young adolescents their personality is not completely 
formed making the possibility of false interpretation of results more likely. 

Tooher (2005) declares that personality test may be risky as they are “not terribly predictive 
of success on the job” (p. 2) .  This is particularly true when considering student performance in these 
prior to commencing work placement, as they are in fact applying for possible training or practice in a 
set scenario and are not professing to be experts in a particular area, or have all the pre-requisites for 
employment in this area.  For people who suffer from test anxiety, taking tests during a work 
placement scenario could prove an advantage, as it could provide the opportunity to experience the 
process in a non critical safe environment, thus easing the anxiety for the future. Important feedback 
could also be gained from the interpretation of test results, highlighting areas where the student could 
benefit from extra practice or learning.  From the employers perspective the results could indicate 
which area within the company would be the most suitable for placement of the student, and, if there 
is an opportunity of employment at a later date, when the training has been completed, could help 
with a decision as to whether a particular student should be considered for that position. 
 

Privacy 
 
The questions who administers the test and who owns the results have a huge impact in the area of 
privacy.  While very few, if any academic institutes have the expertise or budget to buy, and 
administer psychological tests, they do provide a uniform base for assessment of all the students 
involved in work placement, as compared to the industry sites which are often very varied.  To protest 
a person’s privacy, the purpose of the test must be explained together with a detailed explanation of 
how the results are to be used.  When a job applicant takes a test they often presume this is part of the 
selection process, but what about students?  How these results are to be used must be explained 
together with details on who sees the results, the host, the institute representative?  New Zealand has 
very strict privacy laws, but this is not the case in other countries, so if a test is administered from 
overseas what safeguards are there that the results will not be seen by unauthorized personnel.  The 
American Psychological Society in their report of 1996 recommended that student’s test data should 
only be made available to faculty members within the supervising faculty, and should be stored in 
such a way as to prevent access by unauthorized personnel.  They also warn that exposure to tests may 
make that particular test invalid for future use with the same students (Camara et al., 1996). 
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Other Issues 
 
The popularity of personality testing, in particular may produce false indications especially if the 
questions are not well researched.  For example, questions regarding habits surrounding the drinking 
of alcohol.  The question ‘do you drink alone?’, could be answered by someone who occasionally has 
one drink at night as ‘yes’, and could later be interpreted as an indication of an alcohol problem.  
 

Conclusions 
 
There is no correct universal answer to the questions raised in this paper; each situation should be 
assessed individually, taking into account the issues of privacy and appropriateness.  The rights of the 
student should be protected, as inappropriate testing and distribution of results could jeopardize the 
future of an otherwise rewarding career.  However, psychological tests in some form are here to stay, 
so some consideration must be made as to their place within our education environment, especially in 
the area of work placement. 
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Abstract 
 
It has been argued that the use of experiential approaches to enhance management education can assist in putting 
into practice the theoretical concepts learned in the classroom.  However, just having an experience does not 
necessarily mean learning will have occurred.  Reflection is a crucial factor in facilitating the experiential 
learning process; it transforms experience and theory into knowledge and enhances the transfer of learning.  
This paper provides an insight into the contexts of two cooperative education courses offered as part of three-
year degree programs in sport, the Sport Management Practicum at Massey University, Palmerston North and 
the Sport and Recreation Cooperative at Auckland University of Technology.  Strategies to facilitate reflection 
will be highlighted and student comments illustrate the value of critical reflection to their learning experience. 
 

Introduction 
 
It has been argued that the use of experiential approaches to enhance management education can assist 
in putting into practice the theoretical concepts learned in the classroom (Mailick & Stumpf, 1998; 
Wankel & DeFillippi, 2002).  However, just having an experience does not necessarily mean learning 
will have occurred (Boud, Keogh, & Walker, 1985; Dewey, 1938; Roberts, 2002).  Reflection is the 
crucial factor in facilitating the experiential learning process (Entwistle, 1996), it transforms 
experience and theory into knowledge (Roberts, 2002) and enhances the transfer of learning 
(Macaulay, 2000).  Encouraging structured reflection can enhance ‘conscious reflective activity’ 
(Roberts, 2002), where the learner relives the experience and makes connections between information 
and feelings produced by the experience.  To maximize conditions for transfer, course designers need 
to consider what happens before, during and after the course (Broad & Newstrom, 1992). 

Boud et al. (1985) indicated that reflection was “a generic term for those intellectual and 
affective activities in which individuals engage to explore their experiences in order to lead to new 
understandings and appreciations” (p. 19).  They developed a three-stage model of the reflection process 
focusing on the experience, feelings connected with the experience and re-evaluating the experience 
through recognizing implications and outcomes.  This model has subsequently been extended into a 
model for facilitating learning from experience (Boud, Cohen & Walker, 1993) (Figure 1).  
 

 

FIGURE 1 
Model for promoting learning from experience (Boud, Cohen, & Walker, 1993, p. 7) 



Martin, Fleming:  Facilitated Reflection in Cooperative Education in Sport 

 
Conference Proceedings:  New Zealand Association for Cooperative Education 

Annual Conference, Queenstown, 27-28 April, 2006 
 

75

The essence of this model is that learning from experience can be enhanced through both reflection in the 
midst of experience (reflection-in-action) and through reflection after an event (reflection-on-action), 
reinforcing Schön’s notion of the ‘reflective practitioner’ (Schön, 1983), which is particularly 
applicable to the process of cooperative education (Coll & Eames, 2004; Martin & Leberman, 2005). 
Hovelynk (2000) supported this reflection-in-action model, which attempts to redress the dualism 
found in action-reflection models where the experiential activities are seen as action and the 
subsequent debriefings as reflection.  During the event, being aware, noticing what is happening, and 
intervening to bring about change are all parts of the process of reflection.  Following the event, 
returning to the experience (metaphorically), and focusing on feelings and emotions can enhance (or 
inhibit) further reflection and learning (Boud & Knights, 1996).  Both forms of reflection can be 
introduced into management courses in different ways, but it is vital to incorporate these stages in the 
course design, as leaving the process of reflection for students to do themselves may not take place. 
The potential to miss out on a crucial learning opportunity may therefore be lost. 

There are an endless number of reflective strategies which might be adopted, but those which 
are chosen must be related to the needs and intent of the learner and the nature of the environment. 
Although the model was originally developed in the context of non-accredited learning, it has also 
been applied elsewhere.  In the context of university courses, the curriculum and the teacher are 
strong elements in the learning milieu (Gould & Taylor, 1996).  Butler (2001) argued that whilst 
external modes of reflection are a key process in personal and professional development, in order for 
transfer of learning to take place there also needs to be a strong sense of self.  This strong sense of 
self, in terms of increased self-esteem and heightened self-awareness, is also seen as one of the aims 
of cooperative education programs and in a sense is developed via the reflection process.  Developing 
a strong sense of self may take time to achieve particularly if behavioral change is needed. 

This paper provides an insight into two cooperative education courses offered as part of three-
year degree programs in sport in New Zealand.  The contexts of the Sport Management Practicum 
(SMP) at Massey University, Palmerston North and the Sport and Recreation Cooperative (SRC) at 
Auckland University of Technology are described.  Strategies used to facilitate reflection are then 
highlighted and student comments from the respective 2005 cohorts illustrate the value of critical 
reflection to their learning experiences.  Martin and Leberman’s (2005) evaluation of the SMP 
concluded that graduates and practicum organizations valued the linking of theory to practice and 
regarded it as professional preparation for careers in the sport industry.  Similarly Fleming and Eames 
(2005) found that the SRC’s flexible program structure promoted student learning and the ‘real life’ 
projects prepared students for the demands required of the work place. In both programs the students 
gained confidence, and developed a range of practical, technical and soft skills, which Wiersma and 
Bradbury (2004) highlighted were important requirements along with practical experience for 
employability in the New Zealand sport industry. 
 

Cooperative Education in Sport Management 
 
The SMP and SRC offer a range of practical experiences in the sport management field consisting of a 
period of supervised practical experience in an area related to the students’ disciplinary and professional 
interests.  Students are able to specialize in various areas of sports management and administration with 
on site supervision provided by the sport organization in conjunction with the university’s academic 
supervisor. 
 
SMP 
 
The SMP is a four-credit double-semester paper, normally undertaken in the third year of study as part 
of a Bachelor of Business Studies or a Bachelor of Sport and Exercise, and a compulsory requirement 
in the Sport Management and Coaching major.  The SMP consists of approximately 180 hours of work 
experience in the sport and leisure industry plus an academic evaluation component, which is equivalent 
to a quarter of a students’ academic year of study.  Approximately 40 students complete the SMP each 
year, equally divided between internal and distance education students. 
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SRC 
 
There are currently 100 students enrolled in the third year of the Bachelor of Sport and Recreation 
degree. For the SRC, students complete 350 hours with the organization, usually two days per week. 
The experience is undertaken over two semesters which provides flexibility for the seasonal nature of 
the sport industry.  The part time nature allows the knowledge and capabilities the students are 
learning in the workplace to be applied directly back in to the classroom and vice versa.  In addition to 
the workplace component 250 hours is allocated to academic activities which include completing 
assessment requirements and designing and implementing a project for the host organization.  The 
cooperative experience constitutes half of the students’ total work load for the academic year.  
 

Facilitated Reflection 
 
A wide range of strategies can be adopted within cooperative education programs to facilitate 
reflection but an important consideration is that the strategy must be related to the needs of the learner 
and the learning environment.  The following are examples of strategies that are utilized within both 
the SMP and SRC which aim to facilitate reflection both during and after the work place experience. 
Relevant quotes, that illustrate the value of the strategies in terms of the learning experience, have 
been selected from the evaluation reports that students submitted at the end of the 
cooperative/practicum experience in either the SRC or SMP in 2005.  
 
Learning Contract 
 
In both programs it is clearly acknowledged that the cooperative education course is not just ‘work 
experience’.  Academic credit is given for the learning that results from the experience.  The students 
negotiate a learning contract with the host organization which is approved by the academic supervisor. 
The learning contract is critical in providing structure to the learning experience as well as 
highlighting the expectations of the students in terms of their own learning.  

The contract describes their work activities and project focus, which is a significant part of 
the cooperative experience in both programs.  In addition, a critical part of the contract is the learning 
objectives or outcomes that are individually determined by each student.  The student describes in the 
contract the strategies they are going to use and how they are going to demonstrate that they have 
achieved their objectives (adapted from Knowles, 1975, cited in Dickinson, 1987).  The learning 
outcomes are a significant part of the learning contract as they give the student a framework to use to 
facilitate reflection both during and at the end of the experience.  Without these initial focus areas the 
student would have to start from a blank page and that is a more challenging process for the student. 
 
Log Book or Journal 
 
An important strategy to facilitate learning is for the students to keep a log book or journal throughout 
the whole period to reflect on and critically analyze their experiences.  A log book normally is just a 
list experiences and is useful for monitoring by the academic supervisor but has very little use for 
facilitating reflection, other than to serve as a reminder for the students as to what they have actually 
done during their time on placement. 

The journal, however, is a valuable tool for recording personal learning and development as well 
as for monitoring of the students experience by the academic supervisor.  The journal entails more than 
just listing experiences; it includes revisiting feelings and re-evaluating the experience, as suggested by 
Boud et al. (1993).  Students should compose a brief synopsis (diary type format) outlining hours worked, 
duties performed, work behavior and reflections on all activities that take place throughout the practicum 
experience. The journal includes: 

 
• Activities completed, focusing on successes, challenges and desired solutions 
• Critical incidents that have shaped the experience 
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• Reflection on what the student has learned about themselves, the environment, and/or sport management (a 
lot of ‘peripheral’ learning may take place) 

• The learning relationship with the work place supervisor, and 
• Discussion of work experiences which helped the student understand and interpret management theory 

application. 
 
This process provides a structured approach to facilitating reflection and attempts to ensure that when 
critical incidents occur the learning opportunities from these experiences are not lost.  However, the 
students often find the process challenging and it takes time for the writing skills related to reflection 
and critical analysis to develop, as indicated by the following SRC students’ reflective comments. 
 

At the commencement of cooperative I was struggling with the idea of having to keep a critical 
analysis journal; however I have now found it to be an incredibly valuable learning tool…. Actually 
writing the learning in a journal prevented me from reflecting on the same ideas repeatedly and 
contributed to a deeper learning. 
  
This can be difficult to do sometimes as I often just described my thoughts. It requires more thinking 
and a different approach to what you are writing. Looking back on my journal has helped me remember 
how I was feeling at different parts of the year. The reflective writing in my journal shows how my 
learning has progressed over the year and shows the critical incidents that occurred. 

 
Academic Supervision 
 
Students are supported in their learning experience by an academic supervisor from within the 
University who provides one-on-one mentoring.  The communication between student and academic 
supervisor is generally face to face, however for students located at a distance from the University 
email and web site communication is used as an alternative.  Effective supervision and appropriate 
feedback is a critical part of the learning experience and has been shown to result in greater 
educational and career success for cooperative students (Ricks & Van Gyn, 1997). 

Encouraging the student to share their reflections with the academic supervisor is a valuable 
strategy for facilitating development of the skills required for the student to critically analyze and take 
meaning from their experiences.  Sharing critical incidents with the supervisor attempts to ensure that 
the learning from the students’ experiences is not lost. Students often do not acknowledge in their own 
journal writing that the most disastrous experience provides the best learning opportunity and it is an 
important role of the supervisor to help them with this reflective process. 
 
Practicum Evaluation  
 
In the SRC, one of the strategies used to facilitate refection is a reflective essay which allows the 
student to summarize their progress in terms of achieving their learning outcomes and comment on 
critical incidents.  This is submitted after about one third of their total work hours and is consistent 
with encouraging reflection-in action.  The essay also provides an opportunity for the student to 
receive feedback on the development of their skills in reflective writing. This essay also highlights to 
many students  

A second reflective assessment forms part of the final report and the students are expected to 
reflect on and critically analyze their whole cooperative experience. For both programs the final report 
includes: 
 

• A brief overview of the host organization and the responsibilities allocated 
• Application of the concepts learned through other academic papers 
• The role/responsibilities of the practicum supervisor 
• Suggested changes to the programs/services offered by the organization 
• Comment on the effectiveness of achieving objectives/tasks in which the student was involved, the 

responsibilities undertaken and final outcomes 
• Critically evaluation utilizing performance criteria from the learning contract, and 
• Strengths and weaknesses and areas for future professional development. 
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Personal learning can be unforeseen and unpredictable and is maximized from reflection on 
experiences.  Therefore it is important that there is flexibility in the nature and structure of the 
assessment of the individual learning outcomes, identified by the student in the learning contract, so 
that the learning derived from the experience is not constrained. 

On completion of the cooperative experience many students highlight in their final report the 
value of critical reflection.  A typical reflective comment from the final report of a SRC student was,  
 

Throughout my co-op experience I have learnt the importance of critical reflection and analysis. For 
example while undertaking my co-op I found it was important to reflect on my work activities in order 
to assess whether I was achieving them to my full potential. The reflection did not only involve myself, 
but it involved my peers, my industry supervisor and the children I taught.  
 

Self and Supervisor Evaluation 
 
Self and supervisor evaluations are tools which provide feedback on student performance but are also 
a valuable strategy for facilitating reflection.  Formal written evaluations of student performance are 
completed by the industry supervisor and the student half way through the cooperative and then again 
on completion.  The identification of personal and professional strengths and weaknesses through 
critical reflection is an essential component of the learning experience.  This point is highlighted by 
the following SRC student’s reflective comment from their final evaluation report, 
 

An important component of critical reflection is feedback. Feedback can be received from many 
different people in many different circumstances and I learnt that it was important to listen to what 
others said in order to better myself.  

 
The reflective strategies highlighted above provide opportunities for the student to explore their 
experiences both intellectually and personally (Boud et al., 1985) 
 

Student Learning 
 
The process of facilitating reflection has encouraged the students to transform the cooperative 
experiences into learning.  Reflective comments from SMP students in the final evaluation report 
highlight the development of many specific skills that they have learnt in the area of sport 
management.  Student comments include: 
 

I learnt a lot about the legal rights and responsibilities of sports facilities (which could really help me in further 
employment), and about what is expected in an official business report for an organization. I got a lot of feedback 
…, and as the practicum progressed, my ideas evolved. I also learnt about all the work that goes into constructing a 
facility ‘behind the scenes’. 
 
I learnt a wide range of administrative tasks including communicating with schools and RSO’s [regional sport 
organization’s], media releases, sourcing funding and seeking spot prizes. Positive feedback was received from 
children, teachers and RSO’s about the event and I will always be grateful for the valuable skills I’ve learnt 
through this practicum. 

 
A key objective of the cooperative experience is the linking of theory to practice.  Facilitating 
reflection encourages the student to acknowledge that what they are learning in the classroom can be 
applied in the workplace.  SMP students commented: 
 

The practicum gave me valuable work experience helping me put everything I have learnt over the past 
few years into practice. 
 
From this experience I have developed my organization and people skills and been able to apply some 
of the skills I have learnt through my studies to real situations. 
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For many students it is through the process of reflection that they acknowledge the development of 
the ‘soft skills’ and transferable skills that will enhance their future employability within the sport 
industry (Wiersma & Bradbury, 2004).  
 

Throughout the practicum I improved my organizational and time management skills, and translation 
abilities. I am now looking to develop my skills further and would love to work with sports 
organizations in the future by organizing more events. 

 
Through the reflective process confidence and self-esteem develop as the students are able to identify 
with success.  This is evident by this reflective comment from a SMP student: 
 

The whole experience was an achievement and reward in itself. The combination of practical skills and 
knowledge that I gained was priceless and I am sure that it will go a long way in helping me out in the 
future 

 
Overall the comments above indicate that the reflective process encourages the student to focus on the 
experience, the feelings associated with it, and recognize and evaluate the outcomes and implications 
(Boud, Cohen and Walker, 1993). 
 

Conclusion 
 
This paper has highlighted ways in which reflection can be facilitated in cooperative education.  The 
examples of strategies that aim to facilitate reflection from the two sport management practicum 
programs are related to the needs and intent of the students and the nature of the environment. 
Encouraging transformation of experience and theory into knowledge, and enhancing the transfer of 
learning are important aspects of course design.  The reflective comments from students elicited as a 
result of these facilitated strategies illustrate the skills learnt, increased self confidence, the value of 
linking of theory to practice, and the positive nature of their practicum experiences as professional 
preparation for careers in the sport industry. 
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of Work-based Learning 
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Abstract 
 
The cooperative education practicum is a compulsory paper in the final year of the BA Social 
Sciences/Psychology and BA Chinese/Japanese in the Faculty of Applied Humanities at the Auckland 
University of Technology.  It integrates the content of the students’ degree with learning through productive 
work experiences in a placement related to their academic, personal and career goals.  Although the paper has 
been offered for five years, there continues to be disquiet regarding the continuity of and communication with 
the work-based sponsors who supervise students in the workplace.  Their contribution to the three way 
partnership with students and the university is considerable but the significance of their role has lacked 
appropriate acknowledgement.  This conference paper describes a research project that was designed to explore 
the sponsorship experience and offer sponsors the opportunity to provide feedback regarding the strengths and 
weaknesses of the cooperative education practicum.  The survey findings regarding the needs and satisfaction 
levels of sponsors participating in this program are described below.  The discussion includes consideration of 
pertinent literature. The paper concludes with the identification of new initiatives informed by the issues 
highlighted in the research and an exploration of alternatives which will continue the enhancement of this most 
important relationship. 
 

Introduction 
 
Three schools in the Faculty of Applied Humanities at the Auckland University of Technology 
(AUT) collaborated in the establishment of a cooperative education practicum in 2000.  They were 
social sciences, languages and fashion technology.  For the past three years this compulsory paper 
has been undertaken by third year under-graduate students with majors in one of the following: 
social sciences, psychology, Japanese or Chinese.  The paper is considered the capstone of their 
degree.  A workshop series informs the development of a career plan and prepares students to apply 
the skills and knowledge acquired in their studies in a 150 hour placement in an appropriate 
workplace.  This experience is the basis of the in-depth analysis presented in an oral presentation and 
a substantial reflective portfolio. 

The National Commission of Cooperative Education defines cooperative education as “a 
structured educational strategy integrating classroom studies with learning through productive work 
experiences in a field related to a student’s academic or career. It provides progressive experiences in 
integrating theory and practice” (2004, p. 17).  A crucial component of such programs is the 
partnership between the workplace and the tertiary education provider which facilitates a quality 
learning experience for the students as well as contributing to the development of the sponsoring 
organization.  This three-way relationship (student, sponsoring organization and university) has 
specified responsibilities and should be beneficial to all parties.  One of the positive outcomes for the 
university is the enhancement of its responsiveness to the human resource needs of a range of 
employers.  The sponsoring organization benefits also as hosting a student can encourage the 
development of performance focused learning in the workplace as well as providing a cost-effective 
recruitment strategy (Shipley, 2001). 

An effective partnership should also be characterized by good communication and close 
collaboration.  However, this aspect had not been adequately addressed by the AUT cooperative 
education practicum (co-op) described above.  The relationship between the university and 
workplace sponsors was identified by lecturers and represented the weak link in this Coop triangle. 
Whilst, over time, the program had been strengthened in terms of assessments and documentation, 
support and acknowledgement of the work of sponsors was limited to the provision by students of an 
introductory letter and a handbook entitled ‘Cooperative Education Practicum Guidelines’ for 
Sponsors.  As students network themselves to find placements, there is rarely an opportunity for 
contact with co-op staff and sponsors at the initial stage.  
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Generally, co-op staff contact was limited to brief encounters with those sponsors who were able to 
find the time to support their students by attending the oral presentations at the end of the program.  

In addition, prior to 2003, little effort had been made to maintain a record of the details of 
organizations that offered sponsorships. Most other work-based learning programs have established 
relationships with appropriate workplaces which builds the capability of organizations to regularly 
and reliably provide a performance-enhancing placement for students (Boud et al, 2001). Whilst a 
more comprehensive database of work placement providers has now been developed, there remains a 
lack of continuity in terms of where students find workplace opportunities from one year to the next.  
Despite this, much is expected of sponsors and their input is substantial.  Sponsors are expected to 
negotiate the learning contract and provide students with meaningful work and direction.  They must 
organize meaningful tasks to support the students’ achievement of their learning aims and provide 
feedback regarding the student’s performance in the workplace.  Sponsors also have to ensure that 
students have fulfilling and challenging placements and the guidance of the sponsor throughout the 
process is essential to the students successfully completing the requirements of the cooperative 
education practicum.  Therefore in 2005, attention turned to strengthening the relationship between 
the university and the sponsors of work-based learning. 
 

Research Design 
 

This conference paper describes the research project, designed by a social science co-op student and 
supervised by the writer, to explore the sponsorship experience.  As the questionnaires were 
anonymous and completed by a student with support from an academic supervisor, ethics approval 
was not required.  The project offered sponsors the opportunity to provide feedback regarding the 
strengths and weaknesses of the cooperative education practicum.  For the first time, the 38 sponsors 
of social science/psychology students who were currently providing work placements were invited to 
attend a social occasion at the university to acknowledge the centrality of their role and their crucial 
contribution to the cooperative education process.  Here, the purpose and function of the research 
project was explained and questionnaires distributed for completion at the function.  Those sponsors 
not in attendance (approx. 20) were subsequently sent questionnaires that they could complete and 
return by post. 

The questionnaire (Appendix A) consisted of 10 questions which covered the following: the 
number of times sponsorship had been provided; ratings of key components of the co-op process 
including communication with AUT, and student capabilities; number of hours used for mentoring; 
use of the sponsoring organization’s resources; how worthwhile the sponsoring experience had been; 
the skills required by employers; advice for future sponsors; the value of the co-op program; 
suggestions for improvement and readiness to sponsor again.  

There were 22 respondents to the survey from sponsors .14 were sponsoring for the first 
time, two had students the previous year and six had sponsored more than once. Some 16 were 
prepared to sponsor in the future, two were unwilling and four failed to respond to the question.  
 

Research Findings 
 

In terms of the quality of the key components of the co-op program, 21 of the 22 respondents were 
happy with the learning contract negotiation.  One respondent, who was unhappy with the student’s 
work despite having spent 80 hours in the supervisory role, rated this aspect as less than satisfactory. 
There was general satisfaction regarding the information about the co-op process supplied by the 
student.  However, only four respondents were satisfied with the support from AUT, 13 gave neutral 
responses, four were dissatisfied and one was very dissatisfied.  The profile of responses was 
similarly negative for the question regarding contact with AUT.  The attitude, skills and knowledge 
of students were rated highly by most.  The quality of the students’ work was judged to be very 
satisfactory by nine of the respondents, satisfactory by the same number, two were neutral and the 
single respondent described above rated the work as unsatisfactory. 

The number of hours allocated to direction, analysis, feedback and supervision of the 
student’s work during the 150 hour placement ranged from four to 80.  The average time spent was 
27 hours.  When asked to quantify the student’s use of the host organization’s resources, four 
respondents felt the usage was significant, 11 thought it was acceptable, five were neutral and one 
felt the usage was insignificant.  All but two of the respondents considered that the investment of the 
organization’s resources was worthwhile in terms of supporting the student placement. 
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Question 6 asked the respondents to indicate the skills required by the employer for effective 
performance in the workplace and the results have been tabulated (Appendix B).  The skills rated 
most highly by the vast majority of respondents were verbal and written communication as well as 
interpersonal and organizational skills.  In order of priority, most organizations valued analytical and 
problem-solving skills, the ability to multi-task and competence in the use of Microsoft Word, 
Microsoft Excel and the Internet.  Time management was added to the list of essential skills by one 
respondent. 

When asked to offer advice to future sponsors, several commented that it was important to 
offer students significant tasks that enabled them to apply their learning independently.  Others 
suggested that clear instructions and goal setting were crucial.  Individual respondents remarked that 
the organization should check the resource implications of sponsorship, the capabilities of the 
students should be ascertained before the placement begins and a range of tasks should be offered.  
Question 8 asked the sponsors to rate their satisfaction levels with the overall co-op experience.  
Approximately 33% were very satisfied with the experience and 50% were satisfied. The remainder 
were neutral in this regard.  There was no clear correlation between the satisfaction levels and the 
number of supervision hours or the number of time respondents had sponsored. 

The final question asked for input regarding how AUT could improve the co-op experience 
of sponsors.  There was agreement that there should be verbal communication with AUT beyond the 
interaction with the student and that contact with the co-op coordinator should occur.  Some sponsors 
suggested that co-op staff should deliver an orientation to the co-op program.  Three observed that 
there was a lack of clarity regarding the purpose and content of the co-op process.  One commented: 
“The brief needed to be much clearer. Still a bit unsure of the purpose of the exercise.”  Others 
commented on the length of time necessary for supervision: “Forty hours is sometimes too much. 
Twenty to thirty hours would be great.”  Another respondent asked that students should have clearly 
defined goals about what they wish to achieve during their placement and take the initiative in asking 
for training and support. 
 

Discussion 
 
Approximately two thirds of the sponsors surveyed were prepared to sponsor again which reflects 
general satisfaction with the co-op process.  However, there is also a clear message regarding the 
inadequacy of communication with and support from AUT.  Most sponsors were impressed by the 
capabilities and work of their students.  Perhaps more explicit guidance is needed regarding an 
appropriate level of hours dedicated to supervision.  Whilst the level of resourcing necessary to 
support a student placement was an issue for some, most felt that the investment was worthwhile. 

Regarding the skills and knowledge valued in the workplace, there was strong support for 
the significance of communication and organizational skills.  The majority also prioritized analysis 
and problem-solving as well as Information Technology skills.  These marketable skills are the focus 
of and are developed in the compulsory papers in the BA Social Science/Psychology to better meet 
the needs of potential employers.  Almost all of the papers require oral presentations and written 
assessments.  Group projects are common also and these enhance the interpersonal and 
organizational skills of the students.  Hence the survey results do reflect the relevance and 
applicability of the skills and knowledge gained in the degree in preparation for entering the 
workforce. 

The responses to the open questions regarding advice for future sponsors and how to 
improve the co-op experience revealed that the sponsorship role in the workplace is given 
considerable thought and attention.  The concept of autonomous learning is supported as is the 
transference of the skills and knowledge gained at university to workplace practice.  In addition to 
the recommendation for improvement with reference to the establishment of a communication line 
with the co-op coordinator, the issues raised were mostly organizational.  They were: clarification of 
why the student wanted workplace experience; the structure and content of the 150 hour placement 
and the student taking responsibility for initiating the process of training and support.  The suggested 
orientation seminar for co-op sponsors could address these issues. 

Considerable work has been done regarding the benefits of cooperative education from the 
employers’ perspective.  Braunstein’s study identified that the majority perceived as benefits to the 
organization: “...motivated and enthusiastic young employees, students for permanent appointment, 
positive interactions with universities…(and) bringing new knowledge into the organization” (1999, 
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p. 240).  Hurd and Hendy (1997) identify that there needs to be more research into the actuality of 
employers’ co-op experiences.  The small project mentioned above has compiled feedback from the 
sponsors who represent a particular component of the host organization, often line managers.  They 
have highlighted some of the problems they face supporting social sciences student placements.  The 
urgency of the putting in place strategies for improved support, communication and training for these 
sponsors is indisputable as is the need to forge more substantial, long-term relationships with 
appropriate employers.  Only in this manner will this particular iteration of cooperative education be 
sustainable.  A discussion of some of the initiatives described in the literature to strengthen the 
relationships with key personnel in the workplace follows. 

Evans points out that the quality of students’ experience and motivation is very much 
influenced by the interest and commitment of the sponsor (2001).  The sponsors in the Social 
Sciences co-op have identified that they require more support to sustain and enhance and inform 
their current practice.  Clearly more explicit channels of communication need to be established. 
Hodges, Smith and Jones suggest visits by the coordinator or academic supervisors to workplaces 
mid-term, an exchange of emails may suffice or a more substantial progress report (2004).  The 
creation of an advisory board is suggested by Boud, Solomon and Symes (2001) or a less formal 
annual social occasion may bring the partners together for a constructive exchange of ideas and 
experiences.  Mayo (2004) with reference to IBM’s enhancement of their cooperative education 
program recommends the development of a web page which could showcase the successes and 
challenges of students in the workplace, feature a regular newsletter and provide on-line support for 
sponsors.  

Sponsors in this program currently receive a handbook designed to provide guidelines for 
their contribution to the cooperative education process.  It aims to provide succinct and pertinent 
advice but a different approach may be more effective.  The survey respondents recommended an 
orientation seminar so face –to-face or an electronic delivery could be considered. This could follow 
the ‘toolkit’ model developed by IBM (ibid), which has components such as the student evaluation 
form, a description of the attributes of co-op, a contact form to complete with student, academic 
supervisor and co-op coordinator contact details, an introduction to the website, and a ‘just in time’ 
checklist.  It should also include a template of tasks including an “early, comprehensive view of the 
(organization’s) culture, people, products, services and opportunities” (ibid, p. 263).  This 
exploration of the norms, practices and values of the workplace is a compulsory component of 
student assessment which is often done poorly. 

One of the most significant failings of the Social Sciences cooperative education program at 
AUT is neglecting to establish on-going sources of sponsorship.  This exacerbates the uncertainty 
and increases the workload for staff and students.  It also impacts on the capacity of organizations 
who accept a student placement for the first time.  Lazarus and Oloroso discuss the necessity of 
building strong, mutually supportive relationships with employers and maintaining their continuity. 
They observe that this “involves outreach to all those employers who can provide meaningful, 
challenging opportunities for students” (2004, p. 183).  The characteristics of a suitable workplace 
are described by Boud and Solomon (2004) as being organizations where: frameworks of corporate 
capabilities are valued by employees and management, employee development is resourced, there is 
a record of collaboration, appropriate support structures, career paths, the quality contribution of 
individuals is acknowledged, the organization has the motivation and is equipped to negotiate a 
partnership and it offers work which requires reflection and critical problem-solving. 

The Schools of Social Sciences and Languages at AUT must provide a visible and effective 
response to the research findings.  As Shipley observes, the “Ownership and involvement of internal 
stakeholders is an essential underpinning of a sustainable partnership” (2001, p. 151).  Therefore, 
some of the strategies identified in the literature need to be prioritized for action.  Early feedback to 
this paper has been disquiet regarding the reality of all sponsors being able to make themselves 
available for an orientation seminar.  Timing is an issue also, as students seek, confirm and begin 
their placements at different times.  Therefore a brief DVD which sponsors could access when 
convenient may better suit their needs.  Letters checking out their preferences for style of training 
delivery and interest in sponsoring a student next year will be included in a mail-out of student oral 
presentation invitations.  The DVD could include interviews with experienced sponsors, co-op 
students and staff.  Links could also be made to the co-op web page for documentation regarding 
work-based learning.  
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Funding will be sought to support these efforts to enhance the Faculty of Applied Humanities’ co-op.  
This will also include the development of a brochure designed for students to take to sponsors.  This 
will more effectively showcase the paper, outline the co-op process and establish communication 
links between the organization and AUT.  Another new initiative will be to replicate the model 
developed by the Sport and Recreation Coop at AUT.  It invites representatives from 10 
organizations interested in sponsoring students who form a panel.  They do brief presentations to the 
student audience and their contact details are posted so that students can follow up their preferred 
placement organization.  There are also several new areas for exploration highlighted by the research 
project.  For example, sponsors have recommended that students be given ‘significant tasks’ during 
their placement.  It would be interesting to determine how sponsors define a task as sufficiently 
significant.  It would also be valuable to know the sponsor's requirements of their students and the 
university at the outset of the placement. 

This research project has helped confirm aspects of this cooperative education program 
which are in need of improvement and has initiated the process of being proactive in terms of 
assuring quality.  The group of sponsors from 2005 are about to receive a summary of the research 
findings. In order to achieve greater breadth and depth in the data, follow-up interviews are planned. 
Yes, the original project has raised many more questions for us to ponder, but the journey has begun. 
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Appendix A 
 

Sponsor Evaluation of 
Co-op Placement 
 
 
 
The School of Social Sciences and the School of Languages offer a cooperative 
education practicum which integrates learning through productive work experiences.  The sponsorship and 
supervision process in the cooperative placement has an important role in the professional development of the 
students. 
 
We are interested in your feedback in order to improve and develop the experience of sponsors in the 
program. 
 
1. How many times have you sponsored a Co-op student? 

 (Please tick one box) Once                     Twice   More than  twice  
2. How would you rate the following?                Unsatisfactory                 Neutral                             Very 

 (Please tick one box)                                 Satisfactory 

Negotiating the Learning Agreement with the student      

The information supplied by the student      

The information supplied by AUT      

Support from AUT      

Contact with AUT      

Student's attitude      

Student's skills and knowledge      

The work completed by the student      

3. Considering instruction, supervision, and giving feedback  
approximately how much time over the whole co-op placement  
would you and your staff have devoted to your co-op student? Approx. hours .....................  

4. How would you rate the student's use of resources in your                                           Minimal                        Neutral                   Significant 
organization      

5. Has your investment of resources e.g. time been worthwhile? 

                                                                                      (Please tick one box) Yes   No  
6. Please indicate which skills your organization requires in a Co-op student. 
 (Please tick one box) 
 Analytical skills .................................................  Microsoft Word.................................................................  
 Written communication skills.............................  Microsoft Excel.................................................................  
 Verbal communication skills .............................  Microsoft PowerPoint .......................................................  
 Interpersonal Skills ............................................  Knowledge of Internet Research Tools ............................  
 Customer Service Skills ....................................  Statistics.............................................................................  
 Organizational Skills .........................................  SPSS ..................................................................................  
 Problem-solving skills .......................................  Multi-tasking .....................................................................  
 Data Analysis ...........................................................................................................................................................  

Others: (Please list) ............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................  
7.  If someone you know was considering sponsoring an AUT student, what advice would you give them? 
8. How would you rate the overall Co-op experience                 Unsatisfactory               Neutral                                 Very 
 (Please tick one box)                                    Satisfactory 

      

9. What if anything could AUT do to improve the Co-op experience for you as a sponsor? 
10.  Would you be prepared to sponsor again? 
 (Please tick one box) Yes   No  
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Appendix B 
 

Skills Required by Sponsors Organization 
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Abstract 

 
The concept of lifelong learning is not new; it is seen by many as providing ‘second chances’ to adult learners to 
update basic skills and to also make available opportunities to improve skills to more advanced levels. Many 
second chance learners may often carry out their learning in combination with their current employment, in 
doing so creating an important cooperative experience for the learner, employer and the educator.  Learning 
outcomes for work integrated learning have to be both transparent and pertinent.  Delivery and workplace 
assessment needs to become much more evident, open, and flexible, so that opportunities can truly be tailored to 
the needs of the learner and to get a ‘best fit’ to integrate their learning into both their work and family lives. The 
learning should be relevant and meaningful and most importantly, be of use in the learner’s real world to develop 
lifelong learning skills.  In October 2004, the Eastern Institute of Technology (EIT) introduced the International 
Computer Driving Licence (ICDL) program as a means of targeting learners who would benefit from both the 
content and the delivery mechanism.  The qualification consists of seven computer related modules, equivalent 
to levels 2 and 3 on the NZQA framework. The course is mostly self directed, the learner’s study at home, in 
their workplace or at EIT centers by the way of a fully interactive CDROM which contains lessons, practical 
tasks and practice test questions.  Learners have a formal induction on an EIT campus and are contacted 
throughout their study by the ICDL program coordinator. Each module has a test which is also delivered and 
assessed via a computer. The entire syllabus is written by industry specialists in both Finland and Ireland.  This 
paper traces the history of the ICDL qualification in both New Zealand and internationally. The paper details the 
experiences (positives, negatives and problems encountered) of work integrated learning from the perspective of 
both employees and employers.  It discusses the particular challenges and issues faced by Assessors at EIT to 
motivate work based learners to stay focused and committed to eventually achieve.  Findings and further areas of 
research will be presented and identified in the paper stemming from research carried out with learners, 
employers and instructors of the ICDL program.  
 

Introduction to Lifelong Learning 
 
The concept of Lifelong Learning is not new; it is seen by many as providing "second chances" to 
adult learners to update basic skills and to also make available opportunities to improve skills to more 
advanced levels. Many second chance learners may often carry out their learning in combination with 
their current employment, in doing so creating an important cooperative experience for the learner, 
employer and the educator.   

The connection between work integrated learning and cooperative learning is the main focus 
of this paper.  A clear definition of cooperative education is mentioned in Susanne Taylor’s (2002) 
paper sub-headed ‘Reverse Cooperative Education’, states “Cooperative education typically occurs 
when the learner is placed into the actual working environment” (p. 45), she goes on further to state 
that WACE (World Association for Cooperative Education) defines “cooperative education as work 
integrated learning combined with classroom learning with learning in the workplace” (p. 45). 

Lifelong Learning is not some new educational system; people have always been lifelong 
learners.  From the moment of birth, people learn.  Socrates (470-399 BC) believed that occupational, 
professional and craft training was modeled on the transmission of knowledge.  Paul Woodruff, in a 
chapter in Philosophers in Education (p. 15), mentions that “Socrates practice of philosophy is an 
education for everyone” and that “education as Socrates conceives it is a lifelong pursuit.”  He further 
expands the acquisition of occupational skills as “Exactly how one ancient shoemaker trained another 
we will never know but it is easy to imagine that the master shoemakers simply showed their  
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apprentice how to make shoes. Letting them practice the craft and correcting them as necessary” (p. 
25).  A forerunner of today’s modern apprenticeship scheme? 

Plato, a student of Socrates, (427– 347 BC) in his dialogue Politeia (Republic), written in 
approximately 390 BC, stated that, “learning is the discovery of pre-existing knowledge.”  However, 
the drive for continued lifelong learning as we know and understand it today, originated in the early 
part of the nineteenth century.  The move for people to take responsibility for their own learning and 
education began in Scotland and England in the early 1800s.  This was at the time of the industrial 
revolution, where the workers revolted against technology, particularly the steam engine.  Dissenters 
found themselves barred from education.  Because of this lack of opportunity for education, the 
working classes established self help groups where those who knew taught those who didn’t.  This 
may be the first time where the working classes where ‘allowed’ to become educated; education at the 
time was seen as a luxury for the upper classes of society only.  These self-help groups still thrive in 
particular areas in the UK.  

Lindman (1926) in ‘The Meaning of Adult Education’ touched upon a number of key themes 
associated with lifelong education.  First, “education is life” and thus, has no distinctly beginning or 
end.  Second, “adult education should be non-vocational” and “we should start with situations and not 
subjects.”  Lindman suggests that a syllabus for adults should be focused on the student’s needs and 
interests.  He believed that textbooks were too constraining and confining, and should only be used as 
a secondary source of information.  Lindeman believes that “experience is the adult learner's living 
textbook” (1926, p. 7). 

Basil Yeaxlee, in his book, Lifelong Education, (Smith, 1996) states that: “Adult education, 
rightly interpreted is as inseparable from normal living as food and physical exercise. Life, to be vivid, 
strong and creative, demands constant reflection upon experience.  Actions should be guided by 
wisdom.  Work and leisure are blended in perfect exercise of body, mind and spirit.”  He also states 
that: “Much adult education will never know itself as such, and will be recognized only by leaders and 
teachers of real insight. It will go on in clubs, churches, cinemas, theatres, concert rooms, trade unions, 
political societies, and in the homes of the people where there are books, newspapers, music, wireless 
sets, workshops, gardens and groups of friends.” 

John Dewey and Eduard Lindman were personal friends, both shared strong views for social 
justice, in an interview transcript, Dewey suggested “that the purpose of education should be to gain 
knowledge useful for real life and for building moral character and growth of the whole person: 
intellectually, personally, socially, and professionally. He saw that education must represent life, and it 
must be available to every member of society” (1999).  Malcom Knowles, seen by many as the mentor 
of modern educational philosophy suggested that most learners want to be responsible for their own 
lives and learning, that they bring experience to learning activities, they want learning to apply to real-
life situations and are motivated by intrinsic motivators. 

Moving to 1996, in the UNESCO commissioned report, ‘Learning: The Treasure Within’ by 
Jacques Delors (1996), a report on education for the 21st century calls for lifelong education, 
involving not only the school, but also the home, the workplace, the trade unions or the army, which 
can also educate and train.  It further mentions the need to, “take schooling out of its cramping 
context, and go beyond the limits of compulsory education” (Delores, 1996, p. 51).  The report 
mentions that “Not only must it adapt to changes in the nature of work, but it must also constitute a 
continuous process of forming whole human beings – their knowledge and aptitudes, as well as the 
critical faculty and the ability to act.  It should enable people to develop awareness of themselves and 
their environment and encourage them to play their social role at work and in the community” 
(Delores, 1996, p. 20).  It goes on to say: 

 
Lifelong education is, of course, a safeguard against the most painful form of exclusion – exclusion due 
to ignorance. The changes occurring in the information and communication technologies – sometimes 
referred to as the computer revolution – increase the risk of this form of exclusion, with the result that 
education has a crucial role to play in the run-up to the twenty-first century. (Delores, 1996, p. 52) 
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History of the European Computer Driving Licence 
 
The demands of the 21st century workplace require a new and different assortment of skills and 
abilities for anyone who wants to compete in the global marketplace or improve career prospects.  The 
workplace has become a high-functioning, results driven environment where everyone must be able to 
make decisions, react quickly and take responsibility for the quality of their work.  To succeed in this 
ever evolving environment, employees need the multiplicity of academic and technical skills and are 
‘digitally literate”. Employees are also expected to understand and use information technology to a 
fairly high level. However, it could be said that employees' ability to use this technology is often taken 
for granted.  

Hence, in the late 1980s, the Finnish Computer Society, in conjunction with the business 
community there, set up a focus group to examine computer literacy in Finland.  This focus group 
developed the concept of testing an individuals' competence at using computers in much the same way 
as competence at driving motor cars was tested. Thus was born the concept of the ‘driving test’ for 
PCs.  This resulted in the establishment of the Computer Driving Licence (CDL) in Finland in 1994. 
Following this, the Council of European Professional Informatics Societies (CEPIS), a non-profit 
organization whose primary objective is to evaluate the impact that informatics has on employment, 
business and society established a task force, to examine ways of raising IT skills levels in industries 
across Europe. This task force’s remit was to explore the feasibility of adopting the Computer Driving 
Licence (CDL) as a pan-European qualification.  Between 1995 and 1996; the ECDL was translated 
into 10 different languages and piloted in 10 countries. Sweden was the first country to launch the 
qualification as the European Computer Driving Licence (ECDL).i  A common syllabus was agreed 
and in January 1997, and the European Computer Driving Licence Foundation (ECDL-F), a European 
Union Commission Initiative with its headquarters in Dublin, was established as another not-for-profit 
organization dedicated to helping to raise the general level of computer skills.  The ECDL-F is the 
global governing body and licensing authority of the ECDL worldwide. From its original formation by 
the European computer societies, the ECDL-F has broadened and strengthened its computer society 
links and now numbers over 40 computer societies worldwide.   

The ECDL/ICDL is now available in available in 140 countries and translated into 36 
languages around the world.  To date, over 30 million tests taken through a network of 20,000 test 
centers worldwide.  Test centers and courseware providers provide training and testing services and 
training materials and are under Licence to the relevant computer society who are in turn, licensed by 
the ECDL-F.  Each country must accept the certification of the other countries. 
 

The International Computer Driving Licence in New Zealand 
 
In a recent personal communication with Arthur Kebble, CEO of Computing NZ Ltd, he stated that in 
2001 the New Zealand Computer Society Inc decided to introduce the ICDL into New Zealand.  As 
there were, and still are, commercial risks involved, the task was given to Computing NZ Ltd the 
wholly owned subsidiary of the NZCS which handles all its commercial activities.  The ICDL in New 
Zealand is part of ICDL Asia Pacific Ltd which has been based in the UK.  At the time of writing 
ICDLAP is in the process of moving to Singapore from where it will be able to supply more timely 
support being in the same time zone as New Zealand for 4 hours everyday.  From a few registrants 
(approx. 500) in 2001 the program in subsequent years has seen the figure grow to over 18,500 by 
2006.  Most of these are secondary school students with polytechnics, governments and commercial 
organizations making up the rest.  Recently there has been a marked increase in interest shown by 
corporates and government agencies as the realization dawns that not everyone is competent with a 
desktop computer.   
 
Features of the Qualification 
 
Syllabus content has been developed by ECDL-F expert working groups comprised of professionals 
with wide-ranging specialist IT skills and through consultation with courseware providers and end-
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users and is underpinned by documented expert opinion from the worlds leading computer societies 
and other expert groups. ii   The quality and relevance of the Syllabus is guaranteed by ECDL-F 
development processes and by a range of expert input from the world’s leading computer societies. 
The same syllabus is used throughout all 140 countries.  The qualification is open to anyone, 
regardless of age, gender, education, experience or background.   

The ICDL syllabus contains skills and knowledge criterion that cover basic knowledge and 
competence in using a personal computer and common computer applications.  Candidates will have 
to pass all the seven modules to qualify for the ICDL certificate 
 

Module 1: Basic concepts of information technology (IT) - Similar to NZQA US 2780 
Module 2: Using the computer and managing files - Similar to NZQA US 2781 
Module 3: Word processing - Similar to NZQA US 111 
Module 4: Spreadsheets - Similar to NZQA US 2784 
Module 5: Databases - Similar to NZQA US 2786 
Module 6: Presentations - Similar to NZQA US 5946, and 
Module 7: Information and communication - Similar to NZQA US 5941 and 5942. 

 
The qualification is certified by a set of tests, at the computer with automatic evaluation.  The duration 
of test is 45 minutes and consists of 30 – 36 questions.  The pass mark for any module is 75%.  The 
tests may be taken in any order at the candidates own pace.  The candidate can take all tests at once 
and no study is necessary, providing the candidate already processes IT skills. 

All countries apply the same testing standards.  There is no country where the testing is 
considered ‘easy’ or ‘difficult’. 
 
The ICDL at EIT 
 
No formal teaching is required as entire course is delivered via a computer application. Content 
support and mentoring is offered at all EIT centers.  The course is delivered via a LAN at EIT centers 
and via CD ROMS which means students can access the material from their businesses or home.  
Students receive an enrolment pack, which outlines all the necessary information, further information 
is re-iterated during their two hour program induction.  A formal compulsory induction session is run 
before the enrolment is processed and ongoing support is available on campus via the community 
computing facilities.  The ICDL application has inbuilt indicators which show whether or not a student 
is ready to take a test.  The testing centre for ICDL is also managed and supported by two test 
invigilators who both hold the full ICDL certification.  Students may elect to take the assessment at 
any of EIT’s locations under the supervision of Test Invigilators.  In 2005, 256 ICDL tests were taken 
with 212 passes and 44 fails.  Success rates of 83% with the average pass mark of 92%.  Some 15 
students completed the full qualification in 2005 and were awarded their certificate.   

Based on the results of 2005, it was decided by EIT to investigate the experiences learners had 
with the ICDL program via pilot study amongst a mixture of those people who are currently enrolled 
and those who had completed, no emphasis was given to any module or the overall completion rate 
and it was concluded that the best way to carry this out was via a anonymous mail survey. 
 

Methodology 
 
The research methodology as proposed by Dane (1990) was adopted and took the form of a 
survey/case study approach.  The data were gathered via a survey of the students who had enrolled in 
the ICDL program.  A survey was developed and modified, after administering it on a sample group 
(see appendix) with the intention of capturing pertinent information relating to their experiences with 
the program, the support that their employer gave them and other key influences which helped them 
towards completion of the course.  A response rate of 38% was achieved.  This figure was quite a 
surprise, considering my expectations before the study was undertaken.  It also highlighted and 
reinforced some interesting areas which will be outlines in the discussion section.  Respondents were 
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quite happy to complete the survey and telephone conversation even took place to clarify content and 
register interest in receiving final survey analysis and outputs.  One particular party, the New Zealand 
Computer Society has requested permission to use and publish some of the data.  An initial date was 
set for the return of the survey and a follow-up enquiry was also carried out in order to try and 
improve the response rate.  These data were entered into a statistics package and the results analyzed 
and concluded on in the following sections. 
 

Findings 
 
The results and discussion points have been separated into three major areas, and provide interesting 
areas for further research.  Conclusions were derived, and follow the discussion section. 
 
Sample Characteristics 

 
Existing knowledge of enrolled students points towards a large proportion of females (70%) as 
opposed to male learners.  Despite this distribution, students are more likely to be of a mature 
audience that is 45 years of age or more.  Of those responding to the survey 68% were female and 
32% male.  Overall, 68% of respondents were aged 45 years or more.  Full details are shown in Table1 

 
The ICDL Qualification 
 
As part of the survey respondents were asked questions relating to their experiences with the ICDL 
program in general and a number of interesting outcomes were derived.  One of the primary objectives 
of the ICDL is to quantify the skills already established or learned through the program into an 
internationally recognized qualification.  All of the respondents indicated they used a computer as part 
of their job, with 79% indicating that the ICDL enabled them to use their computer more efficiently. 
With this in mind a potential niche may exist to determine what skill set users perceive to have versus 
the required set of skills needed for their current position. 

Closely associated to the respondents being able to use their PC more efficiently, 84% also felt 
more confident in the operation of their PC and 79% also indicated that they would be interested in 
doing further information technology based study.  As the ICDL program is delivered primarily 
through a self contained Multimedia CD Rom, one potential draw back to learners could be familiarity 
with this learning method, surprisingly 53% of respondents indicated they had used this type of 
training before.  The majority of these also felt comfortable with this method of delivery and 47% 
indicated that this mode was “definitely better than the traditional methods of studying” previously 
experienced. 

 
Employers and Support 
 
Gaining employer support for such a program is imperative in both integrating the content into the 
workplace and ensuring successfully outcomes are met.  Professional development for many is an 
agreed plan between the employer and the employee with specific outputs identified.  Therefore 
unsurprisingly, for many learners the decision to take up the ICDL was a joint decision between them 
and their employer with slightly more respondents indicating that their employer had made the final 
decision. 

Employer support can also include financial assistance, 94% of respondents indicated that 
their employer fully funded course fees and 69% of respondents also identified that they were able to 
study during work time, with 50% of these mentioning that they were able to spend between one and 
three hours per week studying at work.  However, an interesting link to this is that 31% of the 
respondents were required to deduct this study time from their normal working day.  In conjunction 
with spending time studying at work, 75% also indicated that they studied in their own time, with most 
spending between 3 -5 hours per week outside of a work environment. 
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TABLE 1 
Gender and age distribution 

 
   

 n % 
Gender   
Male 6 32 
Female 13 68 
Age Group   
21 - 34 2 10 
35 - 44 4 21 
45 - 54 10 53 
55 over 3 16 
   

 
Feedback from Students, Employers, and Test Invigilators 
 
Respondents were asked to indicate their opinion regarding a number of statements with the objective 
of gaining feedback from them about the ICDL program and their overall experience.  Of particular 
interest, was the 95% of respondents indicated that they agreed that they liked the flexibility of study, 
for example, being able to study at home or at work rather than being ‘pigeon-holed’ into a formal 
classroom environment.  Closely linked to this was that fact that many (95%) indicated that the 
commitment to this study was a lot more than they expected and this may be symptomatic of the style 
of learning or under estimating the amount of content to be covered.  Full details of these responses 
are outlined below in Table 2.  Given the above information and the existing comments already 
feedback to EIT regarding the ICDL, the students appear to be reasonably happy with the program and 
results tend to skew towards most agreeing with the statements presented to them.  Another key 
success measure of the program is how relevant each of the modules has been to their current job.  The 
learners were asked to rate each of the modules from 1 -7 with 7 indicating that a particular module 
was most relevant to what was required in their job.  Interestingly but not surprising was the fact that 
the respondents indicated that the email and Internet module was most relevant to what they do.  This 
may be indicative of way business practice has changed or that fact that most used these tools as a 
function of what they do.  Another surprising outcome was that the presentation module was ranked 4 
out of 7 ahead of spreadsheets, which was perceived before the study to be of higher importance. 
Outlined below in Table 3 is a full list of the relevance of each module and the mean score for each. 

In order to provide clarity, the above table was ranked by the mean score of all the 
respondents and then each module was also given a percentage score to show the relevance of each to 
their current position.  Employer responses to the program has also been very positive, with many 
indicating via verbal feedback that the flexibility of the program and the common goal between the 
employee and the employer to successfully reach completion being a key factor. As indicated above, 
employers are keen to assist employees with the financial aspects and this in it self it s a vote of 
confidence.  In one particular case, an IT Manager quoted “now when I go to meetings and talk about 
‘techy stuff’, ‘non-techy’ people actually understand some of what I saying, whereas before it was 
over all of their heads.”   “Comments back from one HR Coordinator showed interest has already been 
generated at their next plant. This has translated into extra numbers being added to a growing list 
already being formed by the organization for another delivery of ICDL in September.” (R Walford, 
EIT, 2005) 

With the ICDL being both a multimedia based learning tool and mostly self paced, ensuring 
students remain motivated and focused was always a critical element in ensuring the program was 
successful.  Feedback received from the EIT staff indicates that the ICDL is for anyone who “is 
motivated and likes independent learning (definitely not for everyone),” and that in some cases “prior 
knowledge of some of the modules is definitely an advantage.”  With all assessment activities taking 
place at an approved test centre (EIT), EIT staff were often able to meet and motivate students on a 
regular basis and all EIT staff involved with this program indicated that this was a vital component of 
the course. 
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TABLE 2 
Student Feedback 
 

    

Statement: Mean Agree 
(%) 

Disagree 
(%) 

    

1. I feel that the flexibility to study at home 
and/or at work is more convenient than 
attending formal classes 

3.53 95 5 

2. The learning software is easy to use and 
organized in a way that allows me to meet 
the learning outcomes of the qualification. 

3.47 84 16 

3. The pre-test exercises help me identify those 
topics in which I am already skilled in order 
to create a custom path through the course 

3.47 89 11 

4. I found the opportunity to practice in the 
‘real’ application useful 

3.42 84 16 

5. I found the level of commitment and time 
needed to study more than I expected 

3.26 95 5 

6. I found the testing process non-threatening 
and less stressful than I imagined 

3.05 79 21 

7. Overall, this course meets my learning needs 2.95 74 26 
    

 
TABLE 3 
Relevance of each module 
 

     

Module  
Mean 

Low 
Relevance 

(%) 

Medium 
Relevance 

(%) 

High 
Relevance 

(%) 
     

Internet and Email 6.6 0 8 92 
Word Processing 6.3 0 18 82 
Using the PC and Managing Files 6.2 0 27 73 
Presentation 5.7 0 45 55 
Database 5.6 9 27 64 
Spreadsheets 5.3 25 0 75 
Concepts of IT 5 13 31 56 
     

 
 

Conclusions 
 
Following the discussion section and the analysis a number of conclusions can be drawn with some 
also identifying further areas to research as mentioned in the following section.  Life learning is not a 
new concept, but something which learners may experience in different ways. Second chance learners 
often experience the concept of life long learning as many have in the ICDL program.  Many life long 
learners, want to take control of their learning rather than be directed, hence their reason for continual 
learning.  This is predominately backed up in the fact that the decision to study was a joint one, rather 
than a forced decision.  The ICDL/ECDL has been a world wide success story as an internationally 
recognized computing qualification and some of this success has been seen at EIT.  The introduction 
of the ICDL at EIT has been a success story in terms of the qualification and it effectiveness in 
providing a great co operative experience for both the institution and learners.  Feedback from 
employees, employers and staff has been positive and in most cases employers were keen to support 
their employees, however some restraints were made in terms of time allocation at work.  It’s a team 
thing, between, the employee, employer and EIT. 
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Further Areas of Research 
 

1. The pathway to the Advanced ICDL (all those who said they would like to study more!) 
although only four modules available so far, however, each module passed is awarded it’s own 
certificate 

2. Do the under 30’s already possess the skills to function in the 21st global marketplace?, and 
3. Is there a niche market for the assessment of IT skills in relation to what an employee 

perceives they have got versus what is required or a particular position? 
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Appendix 

 
International Computer Driving Licence 

Confidential Survey Form 
 

I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary, confidential and that no material which 
could identify me will be used in any reports on this study.  Answering the questions below should 
only take around 15 minutes.  
 
THE QUALIFICATION 
1. Do you use a computer as part of your job role?   

Yes    
No   

2. Is your ICDL course  
Self funded (paid by you)   
Paid by your employer  

3. Have you taken computer-based training courses before? 
Yes   (answer (a) below) 
No   (answer (b) below) 

a. If yes, do you feel comfortable using this method of studying?  
Yes    
No   

b. How do you feel this form of study fits with your style of learning, is it? 
Definitely better than the ‘traditional’ method of studying (e.g. 
classroom, tutor, timetables, lessons) 

 

Slightly better than traditional study methods  
No better or worse than traditional study methods  
Slightly worse than traditional study methods  
Definitely worse than traditional study methods  
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4. Which modules of the ICDL have you studied (please tick as many as apply) 
Module 1 - Basic concepts of information technology  
Module 2 - Using the computer and managing files  
Module 3 - Word processing  
Module 4 - Spreadsheets  
Module 5 - Database  
Module 6 - Presentation  
Module 7 – Internet and email  

5. Which tests of the ICDL have you passed (please tick as many as apply) 
Module 1 - Basic concepts of information technology 
Module 2 - Using the computer and managing files 
Module 3 - Word processing 
Module 4 - Spreadsheets 
Module 5 - Database 
Module 6 - Presentation 
Module 7 - Internet and email 

 
YOUR STUDY 
6. Does your employer allow you to study your ICDL at work? 

Yes   (answer (a) below) 
No   (answer (b) below) 

a. If yes, is the time allowed deducted from your normal working day 
Yes    
No   

b. If no, do you study during your own time e.g. lunchbreaks/teabreaks/after office 
hours? 

Yes    
No   

7. On average, how many hours a week at home or at work do you spend studying using your  
ICDL CD ROM 

 At home At work 
None   
Less than 3 hours   
Between 3 and 5 hours   
More than 5 hours   

8. Was the decision to study the ICDL made by you or by your employer? 
You   
Employer  

9. For each module completed now, how relevant has it been to your present job role  
 (7 for most relevant through to 1 for least relevant) 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Module 1 - Basic concepts of information technology        
Module 2 - Using the computer and managing files        
Module 3 - Word processing        
Module 4 - Spreadsheets        
Module 5 - Database        
Module 6 - Presentation        
Module 7 - Internet and email        

10. Of the modules selected above, list the three most important things (ideas, skills, or practical 
knowledge) that you learned from your study that you now use on a regular basis in your job 

11. Do you feel you use a computer in your job more efficiently now than before you began 
your ICDL 
Yes    
No   
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12. Do you feel more confident with computers now than before you began your ICDL? 
Yes    
No   

13. Would you consider further Information Technology courses in the future? 
Yes    
No   
If Yes, what sort of course would you consider? 

14. Please read the statements below and circle the response that closely matches your opinion 
a) I feel that the flexibility to study at home and/or at work is more convenient than 

attending formal classes.  
 
 
 

b) The learning software is easy to use and organised in a way that allows me to 
meet the learning outcomes of the qualification. 

Strongly  
Agree 

Somewhat  
Agree 

Somewhat 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

c) The pre-test exercises help me identify those topics in which I am already skilled 
in order to create a custom path through the course. 

Strongly  
Agree 

Somewhat  
Agree 

Somewhat 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

d) I found the opportunity to practice in the ‘real’ application useful. 
Strongly  

Agree 
Somewhat  

Agree 
Somewhat 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

e) I found the level of commitment and time needed to study more than I expected 
Strongly  

Agree 
Somewhat  

Agree 
Somewhat 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

f) I found the testing process non-threatening and less stressful than I imagined. 
Strongly  

Agree 
Somewhat  

Agree 
Somewhat 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

g) Overall, this course meets my learning needs 
Strongly  

Agree 
Somewhat  

Agree 
Somewhat 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

15. Please use the space below to make any additional comments about this course not 
mentioned in other sections of this survey 

 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION ABOUT YOU 
16. Are you      

Male     
Female   

17. Your Age Group is 
Under 21 21 - 34 34 - 44 45 - 54 Over 55 

     
18. Please give a short description of your current job role 
 

                                                 
 
 
 
Endnotes: 
 
i The European Computer Driving Licence Foundation.  URL http://www.ecdl.com/main/history.php  Date accessed 26 March 2006 
ii The European Computer Driving Licence Foundation.  URL http://www.ecdl.com/main/syllabus.php. Date Accessed 17th April 2006  

Strongly  
Agree 

Somewhat  
Agree 

Somewhat 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 
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Abstract 
 
For many co-op programs, the placing of full-fee paying international students can lead to difficulties from 
finding suitable placements through to enculturation into the workplace. Previous research has focused on 
institutional difficulties but very little research has investigated the concerns that such students encounter.  
Preliminary findings show that this cohort of international co-op students gain an understanding of science and 
engineering and also gain a greater knowledge about their specific discipline as a result of their placement work.  
The students also discussed their reasoning for attending an overseas university, their expectations of an 
overseas co-op program and their concerns that they face within the program.  These findings along with future 
investigations are presented here. 
 

Introduction 
 
This paper intends to address the issues and concerns that full-fee paying international students’ 
encounter during the process and preparation for a cooperative education (co-op) placement.  
Remarkably, it seems little research has investigated the issues that these students may encounter and 
instead have focused on institutional and employer related matters.  The literature suggests that the 
internationalizing of co-op has given rise to a variety of issues, such as problems with finding 
employers to hire foreign students (Reeve, 2005), difficulties with immigration, language and 
communication skills (Coll, 2003), and perceptions of differences in cultural and business practice 
compared with local students (Coll, 2004).  Many universities and technical institutions rely on 
enrolments of international full-fee paying students because of the impact they have on institutional 
finances.  For example one New Zealand university reports having doubled the income generated 
from international students over a two year timeframe to ca. $72 million, some just over 16% of 
total student enrolment (New Zealand Trade and Enterprise, 2005).  A similar situation exists at the 
institution in which the present work was conducted, where some 13% of students are full-fee paying 
internationals.  But despite the recognized issue that these entities encounter what affect does this 
have for international students who choose to do a co-op degree?  The expectation by these 
international students would be that they undertake placement work, but what occurs is that these 
students encounter problems with gaining placement work due to the perception that they lack in 
English speaking skills, that they are perceived to require more time and effort with training than a 
domestic student and that they may also have a different working culture.  The research reported here 
addressed the following objectives, and sought to: 
 

• Gain an understanding of factors that influenced full-fee paying international students to study science 
and engineering 

• Investigate reasons full-fee paying international students chose to study abroad 
• Gain an understanding of what science and engineering means to these full-fee paying international 

students, and 
• Identify concerns for full-fee paying international students, before and during their work placements. 

 
Overall the aim of this research was to gain an understanding of the perception of full-fee paying 
international students’ involvement within a co-op program in science and engineering, with a 
particular focus on concerns and issues that students have encountered during the co-op program. An 
insight to the understanding and interpretation of science and engineering and scientist/engineer also 
was investigated. 
 



Paku, Coll:  International Students’ Co-op Placements 

 
Conference Proceedings:  New Zealand Association for Cooperative Education 

Annual Conference, Queenstown, 27-28 April, 2006 
 

86

Methodology 
 
Interview Protocol and Techniques Employed in the Study 
 
The data transcribed are a collection of qualitative, semi-structured interviews which are observed 
from a sociocultural perspective. A qualitative approach allows for rich, in-depth explanations which 
are necessary for this type of research as it allows the researchers to understand the perceptions of 
these students and the consequences of the events that have occurred within their work placement. It 
also investigates their views on science/engineering, and how it allows for the emotional/affective 
dimensions of the experience to be attained (Coll, & Chapman, 2000; Garavan, & Murphy, 2001). 
This research is conducted from an interpretive paradigm utilising a semi-structured interviewing 
technique where emphasis is placed not only on the researcher to ask the questions but also on the 
interpretations that the researcher comes to (Denzin, & Lincoln, 2003). With this technique it allows 
for the explication of any issues that arose and further investigation if necessary.  
 
Triangulation of Data 
 
Placement reports were examined along with follow up interviews to clarify ambiguity that arose 
within the transcripts. Placement reports are completed by all co-op students in Science and 
Engineering at the University of Waikato which is a requirement for the assessment of a co-op 
placement, students are required and encouraged to reflect on their personal development throughout 
the duration of a placement. This ‘Review and Reflection’ section was of particular interest to the 
researchers as this was compared to responses obtained during the interview. In instances where 
ambiguity arose in the transcripts, participants were interviewed again to clarify any uncertainties or 
misunderstandings. 

For any theoretical concept there should be at least three empirical indicators (measurements, 
observations, datum evidence, etc.) looked at (Wengraf, 2001).  Guba (1981, cited in Carruthers, 1990) 
also described triangulation as a necessity to obtain data from multiple perspectives using a variety of 
methods which is relevant to the process of research (Jick, 1979, cited in Carruthers, 1990). 
 
Sociocultural Views of Learning, and Cooperative Education 
 
Sociocultural views of learning are appropriate for this type of investigation since they allows the 
focus to be placed on the situatedness of learning through participation in a context; and thus provides 
an opportunity to view the learning of the classroom and the workplace as within distinct communities 
of practice (Eames, & Cates, 2004; Eames, & Coll, 2006).  Learning that does occur is based on the 
relationship between the student and the environment, and its historical and social surrounds, as well 
as internal aspects such as individual’s beliefs, knowledge and cultural factors (Eames, 2003; Murphy, 
& Ivinson, 2003). 
 
Context of the Study 
 
All interviews and research were conducted at the School of Science and Engineering at the 
University of Waikato.  The co-op programs are: the Bachelor of Engineering (BE) and the Bachelor 
of Science and Technology (BSc (Tech)) degree, both being four year degrees with six and 12 months 
work placements respectively.  The BE degree was introduced to Waikato in 2001 and this was taken 
on board by the Cooperative Education Unit who facilitate the work placement component as 
performed for the School’s founding co-op degree, the BSc(Tech).  Due to the increase in enrolments 
with the introduction of the engineering degrees, the number of co-op students has also likewise 
increased with some 200 students involved in the program every year.  Science and Engineering 
currently have a enrolment of 1172 Effective Fulltime Students (EFTS) with full-fee paying 
international student enrolments comprising 13% of this population.  The School consists of five 
departments, offering a variety of majors and specified programs. 
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Sample Description 
 
The participants were identified from class lists of those that are enrolled in the co-op programs (as 
described below) at the University of Waikato.  They were specifically chosen if they self-identified 
as being a full-fee paying international student.  The sample of students represented a number of 
different nationalities, primarily Asian with other nationalities (such as Pakistani).  All of these 
students were enrolled in engineering degrees with the following degree majors: three mechanical and 
two software engineers, two electronics engineers, two biochemical engineers, and one materials and 
process engineer.  To date, six males and two females have been interviewed. 
 

Research Findings and Discussion 
 
At the time of the interviews, these full-fee paying international students were at varying stages within 
their co-op degrees, that is, some had either completed a placement or were yet to complete one. 
Those that had completed a placement gave more developed responses to questions pertaining to 
science and engineering (all names used in citations below are pseudonyms). 
 
Reasons for Studying Science and Engineering 
 
To gain an understanding of these students background it was of interest to investigate their reasons 
for studying in a field of science and engineering.  The most profound response by these students was 
due to a family influence.  Family involvement in careers of science or engineering was a direct 
reasoning for these students to continue in the same line of work.  Others identified that they were 
hobbyists who had a general interest in “cars and machinery” and “interested in programming.”  Some 
of these students recognised that they would have competition for employment with not only domestic 
students but other international students as well.  This was perceived to be a major concern and also a 
deciding factor for some to therefore enrol in different degrees.  

At the University of Waikato, the majority of the full-fee paying international student 
enrolments are in the Bachelor of Management degree (45% of the total university international 
enrolments).  Mark, an electronics major had initially anticipated a degree in management, but felt 
that this would hinder his career opportunities upon completion and so therefore chose to study in a 
field of engineering.  
 

I noticed that a lot of international students applied for the Bachelor of Management and Computer 
Science [degrees], and I thought; yeah up to four years later most of the students will apply for the 
same job, which is not good for me. 

 
Reasons for Studying Abroad 
 
New Zealand was a choice of destination to study for various reasons, parental/family influence was 
again a main factor, where students mentioned that extended family members living here were a 
reason, others stated that parents saw New Zealand as providing a better educational opportunity 
compared to their home country “my mother think[s] that Chinese education [is] not so good for me.”  
And other students were directed to attend here by their parents, “Because my mother said so.”  For 
others it was the prestige to be studying in an English-speaking university where they perceived the 
education to be of a better quality.  One student discussed the tertiary education being superior in the 
Western countries and that his experience with a university at home in China lacked facilities, was 
over-populated with “substandard lecturers.”  Students also felt that they would have more flexibility 
within course selection.  Ultimately, the majority of these students intended to “find employment in 
New Zealand and migrate here.”  Primarily, because they perceived that their skills will not be 
relevant to their choice of career within their home country.  Conversely, others also spoke of feeling 
they had become enculturated in their New Zealand work environment, and considered that the 
working culture was different in their home country. Craig discussed his perception on the difference 
in working etiquette: “A typical work week here involves working Monday to Friday, 9-5, but in 
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China, it is common for people to be working on [a] Friday evening which is not expected of New 
Zealand people working here.” 
 
Full-fee Paying International Students Placement Experiences 
 
The international students gave responses that were similar to those obtained from domestic students 
in previous research (Eames, 2003; Paku, & Coll, 2005), where it was found that they were also able 
to enhance their learning by engaging in new skills as well as developing upon skills previously learnt 
at university. For some, it was a learning experience to be working and in particular in a science 
related field which provided them with work practice and an understanding of the work environment. 
Most important was that these students were able to learn about their industry and in particular their 
field of study that they are embarking on.  For other international students it was a gain in personal 
self esteem and confidence: “It’s put up my confidence I wasn’t really confident on the technical side 
and how good I’m going to be in the industry.”  This cohort of students felt that they were able to 
interact both on a professional and social level with their fellow employees, and for most this was 
seen as a great opportunity to be able to practice and develop upon their communication skills.  
Previous research shows that international students from Thailand improved on their communication 
skills during a placement and in particular their English language skills (Coll, 2003).  Craig, a 
software engineering student discussed the development of his communication skills during his 
placement.  
 

So yea communication is the biggest thing I learnt from the first placement and how to talk to people 
and things like that. Now I find it [communication] much better than about a year ago…but still I 
haven’t got to the point [where] I am 100% confident, like sometimes when we talk to people because 
we don’t know all the vocabularies, sometimes you are feeling a little ashamed to ask, yeah, with 
understanding what I’ve been told and sometimes you spend a little bit more time try[ing] to think what 
that guy told me, and sometimes it doesn’t straight go into my mind. 

 
Full-fee Paying International Students Views of Science and Engineering 
 
The understanding and the perceptions of science was a direct influence of students’ placement 
experiences which again was similar to responses obtained from domestic students (Eames, 2002).  
These international students had a more concise understanding of engineering and being an engineer 
compared to science and scientist.  In general, engineering was seen as a practical subject involving 
skills, developing things and involving a concept of machinery.  Science in contrast, was often 
answered briefly, responses were somewhat immature and described as “being research,” and “the 
way of the world.”  So whilst some of these students had difficulty in responding to what a scientist 
was, in general they perceived a scientist as being someone that “researches,” “finds new information 
and formulas,” thus “providing the theory for the engineer.”  The majority of these students clearly 
distinguished between the two roles of a scientist and an engineer and did not see them to have similar 
or the same roles. 
 
Full-fee Paying International Students Concerns Before and During their Work Placements 
 
Despite these full-fee paying international students feeling that their communication skills developed 
during a work placement, they also felt that communication was a major concern for them.  
Understandably, all of these students have English as a second language.  Mark had concerns about 
not being able to cope with the work because of a lack of understanding of the meaning of terms or 
concepts used in the industry: “Once you get the project you never do that before, you never heard of 
it before and so you are a little bit confused or afraid [as to whether] you can handle it or not.”  
Other’s like Jack, a mechanical engineering student, were concerned about “not being able to relate to 
peers” on an informal level, and were concerned about “not understanding colloquial terms.”  As was 
Dionne, another electronics engineering student: “It is really hard to fit into their conversation 
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sometimes, because they are too professional and at a different level so they will be talking politics 
and science, and it’s just hard to catch up [understand].”   

Mark and Craig both felt that their skills that they were learning here in New Zealand would 
probably not be that relevant in their home country.  Mark said, “I think the electronics technology in 
New Zealand is [much] more developed than in China also I think that it’s a good idea to keep 
learning some knowledge, some research in New Zealand.”  Craig endeavored to find a job in New 
Zealand, as he felt that it would provide him with better relevant work experience as well: “Since I 
have learnt [my] skills here, I will practice [my] skills here.” 

The full-fee paying international students in this study also were concerned that they might be 
treated differently to other employees, and for most it was very important to enculturate into the work 
environment. This did occur for one student, Sam a biochemical engineer, where he felt that he was 
singled out, which initially created a lot of personal grief for himself: “I got to work in the control 
room, a place that people in the factory have to earn to work in over time, I felt that they [factory 
people] had a grudge towards me because of the way I was treated.”  Due to the nature of his job Sam 
was employed to work on a research project for a three-month period, and as a consequence he was 
required to work in the surroundings of other engineers who provided supervision for him. 
 

Conclusions 
 
From the students interviewed, it seems that cooperative education is a useful learning tool for these 
full-fee paying international students.  Their understanding of science and engineering improved due 
to their placements, and the placement also provided them with an insight to their future careers as 
engineers.  It has helped these students to address concerns of self confidence and personal esteem, 
they have been able to put their communication skills into practice and through their work placement 
have learnt new and applied skills.  Future strategies will involve further interviews and investigating 
other issues that arose pertaining to support infrastructures and whether there is any perceived need 
for this to be in place for international students. 
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Student/Industry Project in Industrial-oriented Undergraduate Degree in 
Electrotechnology 

 
Z Qi, James Cannan 

Department of Electrotechnology, Unitec 
 
This paper is to discuss a new methodology for the student/industry project in an industry oriented 
undergraduate degree.  As discussed at the industrial oriented teaching and learning education in an 
electrotechnology undergraduate degree (Qi & Cannan, 2004, 2005b), students have an approach to learning 
from an industry perspective.  All courses in the Bachelor of Applied Technology (Electrotechnology) are 
directly linked to industry and the focus is on industrial products where the design for teaching and learning is 
through a project based philosophy.  All foundation knowledge and skills can be achieved within these studies 
and the students are well equipped to develop advanced knowledge and expertise required for their second year 
technology project and industry project required in their final year through a cooperative education agreement 
with industry.  Students are to complete their final year industry project in six months full-time or 12 months 
part-time.  Instead of traditional final year work practices, students will focus on approved research topics and 
complete their project through real world learning in an industry environment.  A robust assessment for the 
industry project to meet industry and academic requirements is discussed in this paper. 
 

Introduction 
 
Students studying at traditional tertiary institutions often have no exposure to experiential learning 
and lack any worthwhile practical work experience.  Predominately traditional methods of learning, 
particularly when teaching electronics often use models of learning that build the underpinning 
knowledge through subject based teaching of mathematics and physics independently from industry 
practice (Qi & Cannan 2004).  The lack of practical work experience can be perceived as a problem 
for students that have excellent academic ability but have no experience with a prospective employer 
when searching for a job in the industry.  If the gap can be narrowed between what the student learns 
in an educational institution to the learning that is experienced at the workplace (Lewis & Durcharme 
1990) then part of the challenge for educationalists and for industry to work closer together may well 
be met through such processes as work integrated learning and cooperative learning programs.  
Moreover, cooperative learning is an excellent form of learning and has many benefits for students, 
employers, and for educationalists and is well documented nationally and internationally (see NZACE, 
1996). 

Industry placements have been used as alternative methods of learning options with some 
tertiary education providers for some time linking education programs to a real work environment, 
and generally the two main objectives of industry placements are for students to: 

 
• Gain hands on work experience, or  
• earn academic credits within an academic program. 

 
The first type as work experience only is usually set up at the end of or during an academic program. 
Students are sent to work placement and no academic assessment is required because the work 
experience is additional to the academic program.  The second type is part of academic programs and 
students earn academic credits from the work placement.  This type of placement is well used in 
certificate level courses and in particular at trade type courses where ‘on-the-job’ assessment is 
relatively straight forward to do as students work towards achieving competency standards in a 
particular field.  However, above cooperative education program were not changed from the existing 
traditional academic programs.  They just built a bridge between University and Industry.  Students 
learnt their academic programs and then went to the industry for their work experience.  

This paper is to discuss a new methodology for the student/industry project in an industry 
oriented undergraduate degree.  As discussed at the industrial oriented teaching and learning 
education in an electrotechnology undergraduate degree (Qi& Cannan, 2004, 2005b), students have an 
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approach to learning from an industry perspective.  All courses in the Bachelor of Applied 
Technology (Electrotechnology) are directly linked to industry and the focus is on industrial products 
where the design for teaching and learning is through a project based philosophy.  All foundation 
knowledge and skills can be achieved within these studies and the students are well equipped to 
develop advanced knowledge and expertise required for their second year technology project and 
industry project required in their final year through a cooperative education agreement with industry. 
Students are to complete their final year industry project in six months full-time or 12 months part-
time. Instead of traditional final year work practices, students will focus on approved research topics 
and complete their project through real world learning in an industry environment. However, where 
student project assessment is required at the workplace when students are on placement studying a 
degree a greater level of difficulty of assessment is experienced and students completing projects in 
undergraduate and post-graduate degrees need a valid industry project and learning agreement to 
ensure adequate protection with their academic study, health and intellectual property and a robust 
assessment for the industry project to meet industry and academic requirements. 
 

Work-based Learning Experiences 
 
Work-based Learning Experience Programs in North America  
 
Various models of student work-based learning experience programs have been introduced and 
operate successfully in North America.  The School District of Saginaw, Michigan, was implemented 
through the Manufacturing, Engineering, Construction, and Automotive (MECA) partnership (Claus, 
1996).  This partnership included collaboration among Career Complex staff and local business 
representatives in the planning of course and work experience content, the placement of students in 
actual work settings for training, and methods for assessing both student and program progress.  An 
evaluation assessed the 1995-96 school year of MECA partnership’s operation and detailed its 
progress against interim (three-year) goals and reiterated targets for long-term (five-year) goals.  An 
estimated 9,200 students participated in career awareness activities; 117 seniors and 149 juniors 
entered the MECA program; and 838 students were placed in a work-based learning experience.  

At California’s City College of San Francisco (CCSF) a strategic plan called ‘CityWorks’ for 
improving workforce education and training was introduced (CCSF, 1996).  In January 1996, a 
project group was formed to determine a timeline and tasks to be accomplished by the project through 
June 1996, establishing goals related to project dissemination, forming external linkages, 
implementing pilot course clusters, and developing work experience and placement services plans.  
Other project accomplishments include the completion of a ‘work experience plan’ in May 1996, 
setting requirements for earning credit for off-campus activities; the establishment of Career 
Connection to coordinate linkages between employers and CCSF.  
 
Industry Projects in Vocational Education in North America 
 
During 1992, the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (MDESE) conducted 
a state-wide assessment of the vocational educational delivery system to determine the extent to 
which instruction in ‘all aspects of the industry’ was provided for within the vocational educational 
curricula (MDESE, 1993).  It was determined that many of the component areas of ‘all aspects of the 
industry’ were included, with both competency profiles and related instructional educational materials, 
within the existing curricula of most vocational education programs in the state. A program was then 
developed to satisfy the need to determine the appropriate specific competencies for each unit so that 
students gain experience of ‘all aspects of the industry’.  During the program, the appropriate 
competencies that would provide strong experience in and understanding of ‘all aspects of the 
industry’ in 15 industry areas were identified (MDESE, 1993) 

A project was designed to customize training for employees of manufacturing industries in six 
western Pennsylvania counties (Northwestern Pennsylvania Cooperative Demonstration Project 
[NPCDP], 1990).  Project goals were to facilitate collaborative vocational and technical training 
programs between educational institutions and private sector companies and to establish 
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demonstration sites, manufacturing cells, an electronic communications network, and various training 
programs in high technology areas.  

Project staff designed and mailed a needs assessment survey to manufacturers to determine 
training needs.  After receiving survey data, staff built an organizational structure responsive to the 
training needs that could deliver services through training facilities available in industry and 
educational institutions (NPCDP, 1990). 
 
UK Case Study: Academic Quality in Industry Project in Degree Level Education 
 
UK higher education institutions are expected to be able to demonstrate that they are adhering to the 
Code of Practice for the Assurance of Academic Quality and Standards in Higher Education in 
Placement Learning.  The responsibility for ensuring that a placement provides an adequate 
opportunity for its intended learning outcomes rests with the educational institution.  In recognition of 
the increasingly global nature of the business, a placement program had been developed to meet the 
particular challenges of students operating in multidisciplinary and multicultural environments. 
Participation in the European Commission’s Leonardo da Vinci Vocational Training Programs and 
pilot projects has enabled the identification of further criteria for evaluating and disseminating 
experience gained in work based learning across the frontiers of language and culture.  However, the 
report of the project identifies problems peculiar to the UK market for construction professions and 
higher education programs in construction-related disciplines.  A study by Northumbria University 
highlighted challenges for both industry and higher education arising from economic pressures on 
students and the positioning of construction-related courses in the higher education market (Murdoch, 
2004). 
 
Degree Level Industry Projects in New Zealand 
 
Most engineering degrees in New Zealand require their students to complete a minimum proportion of 
hours of industrial experience relevant to their specified programs, for example, Waikato University’ 
bachelor of engineering students need to complete a minimum of 800 hours of industrial experience 
relevant to their specified programs (University of Waikato, 2005).  In Auckland University of 
Technology, a bachelor of engineering student undertaking a full-time year's work is required to 
enroll in papers to the value of 120 points.  There is also an 800-hour work experience requirement 
(Auckland University of Technology, 2006) 

In New Zealand higher level degree industry projects generally tend to be structured as part of 
the work placement where usually some form of memorandum of understanding (MoU) is based 
around a ‘work-integrated learning’ category where there is a required academic component of the 
course that is required to be assessed at the workplace.  In the Unitec programs there are clear 
guidelines in the form of a learning agreement that all three parties the student, employer and learning 
provider agree to, ensuring that the academic requirements are met maximizing the students learning 
opportunities at the workplace (Unitec, 2006).  Unitec offer programs that include work placements 
that require project work to be completed as ‘work-integrated learning’ such as in the Bachelor of 
Business and the Bachelor of Computing.  Academic supervision is provided and the assessment 
consists of a project report and employers’ evaluation report.  Students will need to demonstrate 
effective personal, interpersonal and intellectual competency in the completion of a project and to 
critically reflect upon the process undertaken in completing a work-based project (Unitec, 2006). 
 

Industrial-oriented Teaching and Learning 
 
A new teaching methodology (Qi & Cannan, 2004) industrial oriented teaching and learning is an 
approach to learning from an industry perspective.  This is particularly the case when viewing the 
program developed for the Unitec Bachelor in Applied Technology (Electrotechnology).  This 
program is different from traditional technical bachelor degrees as the approach to learning is from an 
industry perspective.  The program in the Applied Technology (Electrotechnology) Bachelor degree is 
specifically focused on practice and is a creative, purposeful activity in which ideas and techniques 



Qi, Cannan: Project in Industrial-oriented Undergraduate Electrotechnology Degree 
 

 
Conference Proceedings:  New Zealand Association for Cooperative Education 

Annual Conference, Queenstown, 27-28 April, 2006 
 

110

are used for developing or modifying products, systems or environments.  Knowledge and skills are 
combined with available resources to help solve defined, practical problems.  The problem-
management that lies at the heart of applied technology is specialized, disciplined and systematic.  
 

Undergraduate Degree- Bachelor in Applied Technology 
 
In the first two years of the program students specialize in one technical area and acquire a set of 
technical knowledge, skill and capability using the strategies described above to solve practical 
problems in an applied mode.  The final year is wholly focused on integration and application where 
students will work on their industry project in cooperation with industry working at the workplace 
through a co-operative work placement plan.  The premise that technological practice takes place 
within, and is influenced by, social and cultural contexts underpins the authenticity of the industry 
project.  This project requires students to manage the innovative and informed use of specialized 
technical and social knowledge to achieve commercial and/or social objectives.  The courses in the 
Bachelor of Applied Technology vary from traditional technical training as they combine fundamental 
and theoretical learning toward a technical Bachelor degree.  It is not only a career-oriented program 
but also an industrial-oriented one where the courses are not only designed to suit the market but 
determine the course’s content, learning and teaching processes.  Students will learn in a different way 
and they will acquire the knowledge and skills to be competent professional engineers in the future.  

Degrees in technology often include separate, introductory courses on underlying first 
principles - such as mathematics (Qi & Cannan, 2005) and physics; these are often taught as content 
unrelated to practice.  In the Bachelor of Applied Technology, underlying principles are associated 
with design, construction, and service, as well as health and safety, professional ethics and 
sustainability.  Subjects such as mathematics and physics are totally integrated into the technical 
courses to authenticate the practical application.  

As shown in Figure 1, students are involved in: 
 

• Investigating, using, and understanding the technological products, systems, and environments that 
have been developed in their society 

• developing knowledge of the principles and processes of technology 
• identifying and exploring needs and opportunities which may be met through technological activity 
• creating and evaluating ideas to improve or modify technology in relation to these identified needs and 

opportunities 
• choosing and using materials, tools, and equipment skillfully and safely 
• designing their own technological solutions and ideas 
• working with agreed specifications and quality standards and performance-based outcomes 
• recognizing the inter-relationship of technology and society – now, in the past and in the future, and 
• feeling empowered to contribute to an ever-changing technological society. 

 
 

 
 
FIGURE 1 
Program structure of applied technology bachelor degree at Unitech 
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FIGURE 2 
Final year papers for applied technology bachelor degree at Unitech 
 
The final year is wholly focused on integration and application where students will work on their 
industry project in co-operation with industry working at the workplace through a co-operative work 
placement plan.  As Figure 2 shows, the industry project requires students to manage the innovative 
and informed use of specialized technical and social knowledge to achieve commercial and/or social 
objectives: 
 

1. The Bachelor of Applied Technology is about integration and application and the courses taken in the 
early stages require the students to identify and solve problems, and to be innovative 

2. The body of knowledge acquired is through an integration of fundamental, theoretical and practical 
learning 

3. Not only is the focus on a career-oriented pathway but also an industrial-oriented focus where the 
courses are designed in collaboration with industry to suit the current market  

4. Degrees in technology often include separate, introductory courses on underlying first principles - 
such as mathematics and physics; and these are often taught as content unrelated to practice, and 

5. In the Bachelor of Applied Technology, underlying principles are associated with design, 
construction, and service, as well as health and safety, professional ethics and sustainability. Subjects 
such as mathematics and physics are totally integrated into the technical courses to authenticate the 
practical application. 

 
Discussion and Implications 

 
Project-based Learning 
 
Technical Teaching Courses 
 

As an example, the course in Applied Electronics Technology is taught at Year 1.  Students are 
required to spend at least five hours a week, and 34 weeks in total to complete this course.  The course 
structure is as below: 
 

• Project one:   Electronic Amplifiers 
• Project two:   Power supplies, and 
• Project three: Light dimmers. 
 

Switch-mode power supplies are taught in Project Two: Students design and build a switch-mode 
power supply under the normal schedule as is current practice in New Zealand industries.  During this 
schedule, students not only learn the processing of design and build a prototype but also can verify the 
EMI issue in switch-mode power supplies with mathematic tools and electronic tools (Qi & Cannan, 
2005b). 

The content of this course is as below: 
 

1. Fundamental concept of power supplies: 
a. Methods of operation of switch-mode power supplies 
b. Analysis of circuit diagram for PC power supplies, and 
c. Consolidation of fundamental knowledge. 
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2. Faultfinding: 
a. Electronic circuit faultfinding 
b. Diagnosis and repair a faulty PC power supply, and 
c. Specialized knowledge of electronic fault finding. 

3. Electronic circuit design: 
a. Methods of circuit design 
b. PCB CAD software Protel 2004 
c. Design a switch-mode power supply 
d. Create PCB and produce bill of materials 
e. Prototypes assemble and test, and 
f. Written assignment. 

 
Technology Project 
 
The purpose of this course is to enable the student to negotiate and fulfill a contract that promotes a 
solution to a technological problem within their area of trade specialization, while demonstrating the 
interrelationship of technical and social knowledge and skill (Unitec, 2005a).  For example, the 2005 
Technology Project is an external funded project and students are paid for the jobs.  Students design, 
build and test a PC-based security camera system.  This involves students working in a group situation, 
however each student has an individual task and signs an individual contract with his/her technical 
advisor before he/she starts on the project. 

The content of this project is to: 
 

1. Construct a PC system installing software to capture the image from eight digital cameras and save the 
image to PC hard-drive while motion is detected 

2. Design, build and test a sensor control system to ensure cameras capture a clear image 
3. Build a cabling system to deliver image communication and provide power to cameras and sensors 
4. Design, build and test an alert system via mobile phone and email, and 
5. Design, build and test a power supply unit. 

 
All the above content is taught on the technical courses to enable students through the Technology 
Project to utilize current industry methodologies and practice in an industry environment.  At the 
conclusion of the project students are required to write a technical report including the solutions to 
technical issues, for example, EMI cabling, and have to verbally defend a documented solution before 
peers at end of this course. 
 
Industry Project  
 
The purpose of this course is to introduce students to problem-solving and communication in the 
context of occupational health and safety and sustainable practices, and to introduce them to 
collaborative, student-centered learning.  Students will integrate the technical and social knowledge 
through proposing, creating and evaluating a new industry environment (Unitec, 2005b) 
 

Industry Project Agreement 
 
To ensure that the student gains a valuable experience at carrying out the project work at the 
workplace it is essential that all parties have a clear understanding of the learning requirements, 
responsibilities and assessment criteria by forming a suitable industry project learning agreement 
agreed to by all the parties. The learning agreement will determine the parameters of what the project 
focus is and expectations of both the students and employers  

For the success of the partnership agreement, it’s important to ensure that all parties are 
involved in the process of decision making and ownership of the degree program, and that the project 
work meets the academic and industry requirements.  For students the project is about using the 
knowledge and skills gained through the technical and technology projects in the course work and 
integrating these specialized technical and social knowledge skills into a relevant industry project. 
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This will increase their learning and satisfaction and empower the students to take responsibility for 
their own learning outcomes to meet the assessment and gain some real world experience.  The 
project outcomes will also have a great deal of value to an employer where the work achieved may 
have an impact on present or future technology (Unitec 2006).  Responsibilities of all parties to the 
industry project learning agreement are shown as an appendix. 
 

Academic Assessment 
 
An essential element in industrial project learning situations is that of appropriate assessment 
methodology.  Employers that host the project, the academic institution and of course the student must 
have clear guidelines as to what the assessment criteria will be.  With the integrated industry project 
in the Bachelor of Applied Technology program, students will produce a portfolio of evidence of the 
achievement of all prescribed learning outcomes.  At the end of the second semester each student will 
present a portfolio for assessment.  The assessment process will commence with a presentation before 
a panel of assessors and fellow students.  At the end of the presentation, the student will be asked 
questions about his/her work.  At a later date, after the panel has examined the material in the 
portfolio, the assessment process will conclude with a formal discussion with the individual student at 
which the assessors will seek clarification of any matters arising (Unitec, 2005b).  At the start of the 
second semester there will be formative assessment of progress made to that point.  The results of that 
assessment may be used as supporting evidence when summative judgments are later made (Unitec, 
2005b). 

An academic assessment for the student industry project is the most important part of an 
academic program.  A trade level on-site competency assessment is relatively straightforward, but a 
degree level on-site assessment is very difficult.  An academic supervisor and an industry supervisor 
have to work closely to ensure student industry project assessment is completed successfully. 
Therefore, an industry project agreement is developed to ensure adequate protection of students with 
their academic study, health and intellectual property as well as ensure academic supervisors are to be 
involved in the on-site assessment and industry supervisors are to understand academic requirements.  
 

Conclusion 
 
Through the industrial-oriented methodology with an approach to learning from an industry 
perspective in the very early stages of the Applied Technology Degree with the technology courses 
and the technology project and then finally through cooperative education placement in their final 
year, graduates are going to be more employable having gained integrated foundation skills and 
specialized technical skills relative to industry practice. An important component of the learning 
pedagogy throughout the project based learning methodology is the rigorous assessment standards 
that meet industry and the academic requirements. 
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Appendix 
 

Responsibilities of All Parties to the Industry Project Learning Agreement 
 
The Student will: 

• Use [his or her] best endeavours to complete the Placement within the time frame and according to the 
requirements of the Placement Specification 

• during the Term, undertake the Placement at the Sponsor’s premises on days and times agreed between 
the Student and the Sponsor 

• abide by any policies, practices, rules and codes of conduct of the Sponsor provided to the Student 
while carrying out the Placement 

• organise and attend any progress meetings as provided in the Placement Specification; 
• raise any concerns about the Placement with [his or her] Academic Supervisor as soon as those 

concerns arise 
• at all times during the Term abide by the policies, rules and codes of conduct set out in (provider) 

Academic Statute 
• complete course assessment requirements as provided in the Placement Specification, and 
• at the end of the Term, return to the Sponsor all resources provided by the Sponsor for the duration of 

the Placement. 
 
The Sponsor will: 

• During the Term, provide the Student with the supervision, resources and industry experience 
described in the Placement Specification 

• contact the Academic Supervisor as soon as possible in the event that it has any concerns about the 
Placement, the Placement Specification 

• contribute to the course assessment of the student in accordance with the assessment procedures set out 
in the Placement Specification 

• permit the Academic Supervisor to have reasonable access to the Sponsor’s premises to supervise the 
Placement, assist in the resolution of disputes and generally deal with Student queries 

• not require the Student to undertake activities as part of the Placement which are beyond the Student’s 
experience or ability or beyond the scope of the Placement 

• provide the Student with resources appropriate to the nature of the Placement, and 
• after the agreement is signed, provide the Student with an induction into the Sponsor’s business, 

including information on: 
1. reporting procedures on the Sponsor’s premises; safety procedures; dress code; 
2. the Student’s rights and conditions of access to the Sponsor’s premises during the Placement; 

and business structure. 
 
The provider will: 

• Provide the supervision and resources described in the Placement Specification during the Term 
• contact the Sponsor as soon as possible at any time where it has any concerns about the Student, the 

Sponsor or the Placement 
• assess the Student’s Placement in accordance with the Student Brief 
• ensure that the Student has a general awareness of the key requirements of and obligations imposed by 

statutes applicable to the Sponsor’s business 
• attend meetings as provided in the Placement Specification, and 
 if, in its absolute discretion, it considers the Placement is not being conducted satisfactorily or the 

Sponsor’s premises are not a suitable environment for the Student, withdraw the Student from the 
Placement. 
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Competition for IBL Placements 
 

Shiu Ram 
School of Computing and Information Technology, Unitec New Zealand 

 
Abstract 

 
Providers of tertiary education and training include work experience or real projects as compulsory requirements 
of a number of programs that they offer.  Students have to meet either one of these requirements in order to 
graduate.  This implies that the students must find employers who can provide opportunities for them to gain the 
necessary work experience or complete projects that are relevant to their respective programs of study.  Are 
there such employers?  If so, can they meet the demand for the industry based learning (IBL) placements?  How 
should the placements be managed?  Obviously there are employers who do offer opportunities for IBL 
placements because many students have successfully completed the requirements of their programs and have 
graduated.  However, did all students find placements that they needed?  Did they find them in good time?  The 
reality is that the number of opportunities for placements is limited.  Students from all tertiary institutions 
compete for the places that are available.  The situation is probably aggravated by secondary school students 
who also take up holiday jobs.  Apparently, there is a need for an efficient and effective management of the 
placements.  An electronic database that stores employer information is an obvious solution, but who should 
create and maintain it?  Should each institution have one of their own?  Should there be one for each city, or the 
nation as whole or a global one?  Answers to these questions may lead to well-managed IBL placements.  The 
issues raised in the above paragraphs are based on my observation over the last three and a half years while 
supervising IBL students on Unitec’s Bachelor of Business program of study with the information systems 
major.  These may also be relevant to industries other than information technology (IT).  The intention of this 
paper is to find some feasible solutions to these apparent problems by delving deeper into the issues that have 
been raised.  This paper may also trigger the undertaking of new and more detailed studies that could lead to 
effective solutions.  
 

Introduction 
 
Lifelong learning skills are becoming increasingly important in today’s information age.  In this age 
the perception that graduation marks the end of one’s education and training is entirely wrong.  After 
graduating a person usually gets employed and begins earning a living.  Each work environment 
places demands on the employees to acquire specific knowledge and skills.  As such learning does not 
stop at graduation.  Now learning is regarded as a lifelong process.  According to McIntyre and 
Solomon (1999): “Flexible learning, lifelong learning and vocationalising of education are all 
signaling the opening up of boundaries between academic learning, working knowledge and learning 
through or at work”  (p. 11).  Further they state that: “As academic expertise is brought into the 
workplace, so industry expertise is brought into the academy.  Here there is an important argument 
about the changes in contemporary knowledge production that ties together the academy and the 
corporate workplace in yet another way” (p.11).  It has become a necessity that employees continually 
up-skill and upgrade their qualifications in order to perform effectively and efficiently in their jobs. 

What are lifelong learning skills?  One of the answers to this question could be that these are 
skills in learning how to learn.  Employees have many personal commitments and need to use their 
time as efficiently as possible.  People who are good at learning would be able to acquire new 
knowledge and skills with ease and thus become more productive in the work environment.  True 
learning takes place when a person puts his or her knowledge and skills into practice.  It is with this 
objective that many providers of tertiary education and training include IBL as one of the courses in 
their programs of study.  However, the effectiveness of IBL is questionable. 

Questions like:  Are there opportunities for placement for all the qualified students? Are those 
opportunities relevant to the students’ specializations?  Are they available when the students need 
them?  Are the placements well managed?  This paper is an attempt to initiate discussions with the 
view to finding answers to the above questions. 
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Program Requirements 
 
For value and recognition IBL has to be a full-fledged course in whichever program it is a 
requirement.  This means that it must have a prescription which delineates the learning outcomes and 
formal assessment that form the basis of achievement in terms of letter grades and credit points at a 
specified level.  In an undergraduate program IBL is taken as a Level 7 course in the final semesters – 
that is, when the student would have passed in most of the courses required for a particular major.  For 
a meaningful contribution to a student’s learning, the course duration should be at least one semester 
with a minimum of 18 credit points.  However, making it a compulsory course can have serious 
implications.  For example, if a student does not qualify to go on a placement or a suitable placement 
cannot be found then the student cannot graduate!  For a student who qualifies, the placement may not 
be available when required.  This will delay the student’s graduation.  These considerations lead to the 
questions:  How do students qualify to go on IBL placements?  What is a suitable placement? 
 

Eligible Students 
 
A student who has done well in all the other courses, especially in the ones required for the major, 
would be expected to apply his or her knowledge and skills effectively in the real world work 
environment thereby meeting the employer’s expectations and giving credibility to the provider of the 
program of study.  (Ferkins, 2002) found out that: “The industry organization personnel felt that the 
success of the placement was in large part dependant on the suitability of the student” (p. 32).  
Usually a minimum of a B – grade – average pass is regarded as an acceptable level of achievement to 
qualify a student to go on IBL.  In reality it is unlikely that each and every student enrolled in a 
particular program of study attains this level of achievement. 
 

Suitable Employers 
 
IBL would achieve its objectives only if the work or the project the student engages in is relevant to 
the major, is at the appropriate level (e.g. Level 7), has the appropriate duration (e.g., at least one 
semester), requires a minimum number hours to complete (e.g., 180 hours) and the work environment 
is conducive to learning.  The work place supervisor should be qualified to provide the guidance the 
student would need and be available when needed.  A commitment to the success of IBL is called for.  
It is doubtful as to whether all these conditions are satisfied in each and every placement.  If the 
conditions are satisfied, then are there enough opportunities to meet the demand?  According to 
Initiatives (1995):  
 

business or community partners who are willing to provide work-based learning experiences need a 
system which supports their efforts.  These partners should have easy and reliable access to school-
based coordinators, should clearly understand the goals of workplace learning, and should be assisted 
in helping individual students achieve success in their work environment” (p. 2).   

 
In this context the use of educational technology would go a long way to assist the coordinators and 
workplace supervisors to perform effectively and efficiently their roles. 
 

Globalization 
 
For various reasons, including the current trends in migration, the composition of student populations 
in tertiary institutions in any country is international.  Educational technology has advanced to a stage 
where providers are now able to offer online programs of study.  The implications are that students 
could complete their IBL in any country in the world.  Coll, Pinyonatthagarn and Pramoolsook (2003) 
have shown that international placements can be successful and of great value to the students.  
Foreign students usually return to their home countries after graduating.  These considerations call for 
a global management of IBL.  McIntyre and Solomon (1999) point out that “New Information 
technologies, by increasing inter-connectedness, provide a technological basis for global capitalism, 
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‘knowledge work’ and the ‘information society’” (p. 4).  Inevitably, educational technology should 
play a major role in this kind of IBL management. 
 

Placement Management 
 
Full potential of educational technology should be exploited to facilitate effective and efficient 
management of IBL globally.  Using electronic databases that are accessible through the internet 
seems to be the way to go.  The database should store employer data and the job/project opportunities 
they can provide.  Dobbelstein and Taylor (2004) call for the retention of the companies involved in 
IBL as “Without them, this education model is inoperable” (p. 1).  Students should be able to apply 
for jobs/project on a custom-designed website.  All applications for a particular program should be 
processed by the IBL course coordinator in liaison with the employer in order to get a good match up 
of the student’s qualification and the relevant placement.  This control will ensure that the employers 
are not inundated with applications and that qualification is not undermined by poorly matched 
placements.  According to Mooney and Crane (2002) employers “are often inundated by requests for 
participation, causing confusion and ultimately hampering relationships between the two parties” (p. 
1).  Initiatives (1995) assert that: “Instructors serve as both coaches and gatekeepers, preparing 
students for the workplace but refusing to recommend students they judge to be ill-prepared” (p. 3).  
Coll and Eames (2000) state in their third model that “coordinators are subject specialists and have 
strong links with students, faculty, and deep knowledge of the business of the employer” (p. 10).  
Initiatives (1995) point out that “The work-based learning places intense logistical demands on its 
coordinators” (p. 1). Under these circumstances a team work becomes inevitable and good 
relationships between the industry and the providers of education and training must be fostered for 
their and the students’ advantage. 
 

Wider Implications 
 
The use of the Internet and computer mediated/managed learning is a pertinent solution to an effective 
IBL.  Treated in this way, IBL would foster relationships, collaboration and cooperation that will 
culminate in a global community. 
 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
The mutually beneficial relationship between the stakeholders that IBL fosters suggests that it is an 
essential course in tertiary programs of study.  To make it an effective course, students should attain a 
required minimum level of qualification to take up placements relevant to their major in the industry.  
Employers should be able to provide job/project opportunities, supervision and support to meet the 
requirements of IBL.  The IBL course coordinator should be in charge for effective management and 
quality control.  The Internet and employer database would be the tools that should be used for each 
stake holder’s advantage. 
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Abstract 

 
This paper discusses various strategies taken by a range of co-operative providers to balance academic 
assessment with practical evaluation of real-world skills demonstrated by students.  This is set within the context 
of students undertaking industry projects within applied technical degrees, students involved in structured work 
placements and internships as well as work performed within trades training schemes.  One of the focus points 
of this paper was to examine the factors that give good results for a student working within cooperative 
environments alongside the factors that achieve success for them within standard courses or units. Some of the 
quality industry indicators investigated include the quality time spent immersed in the workplace environment, 
the autonomy given to the student, the evidence of experimentation by the student, and the evidence of a strong 
relationship between process and product.  This balance between academic and industry evaluation of tertiary 
students may reflect the natural tension between the academic world and corporate environment.  Some 
examples of alternative evaluation are described and discussed together with implications for changes in 
emphasis on academic priorities.  Examples of various cooperative assessment methods are outlined, and some 
predictions on student’s success in building a career in industry are made on the basis of key indicators within 
their practical assessment.  
 

Introduction 
 
A discussion of the various industry-based assessment methods was highlighted in this paper in an 
attempt to answer key questions on cooperative assessment.  These questions included:  What 
evaluation methods do employers and industry supervisors use to assess work and projects undertaken 
by students?  The study attempted to set aside any academic, methodology or reflection-based 
assessment required by the University or Institute whilst focusing on the industry side of assessment. 
The other issue examined was to see whether the factors that give good assessment results for a 
student working within cooperative environments were different from the factors that normally 
achieve success for them within standard academic courses.  

It is acknowledged that any assessment regime is imperfect, as Hodges, Rainsbury, 
Sutherland and Barrow (1997, p. 4) point out, “assessment is not a precise science. It relies on value 
judgments of one or more people. It is inherently subjective. Competencies being sought [in 
cooperative situations] in the student, such as the ability to apply knowledge in uncertain situations 
are the very competencies that require ongoing self-assessment by the student.”  However, because 
cooperative education seeks to immerse the student in real-life situations, then assessment within 
these realistic work situations may more closely reflect the student’s ability and fore-shadow their 
career success. 
 

Industry Assessment within Different Contexts 
 
Three main types of cooperative education were examined for their treatment of assessment from the 
industry side.  Firstly, industry projects, particularly where students had built a technical product for a 
client as the main thread of this co-operative experience.  In these cases the student had not 
necessarily spent significant time within the workplace but had created a real-world product for the 
client who had the opportunity to evaluate the finished product.  The second type of cooperative 
experience discussed was the structured work placement where the student had spent a significant 
time immersed in the workplace and had been observed for assessment purposes by an industry 
mentor or supervisor.  Thirdly, more traditional trades training was examined for examples of 
industry-based supervision with assessment embedded.  This broad view of cooperative activities is 
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acknowledged as valuable by Brewer and Gray (1999) who studied a range of faculties and subjects to 
investigate the links between industry and applied tertiary programs in many different categories.   
So, in summary the three categories were: 
 

1. Technical industry projects (e.g., IT software for client) 
2. Structured work placement (e.g., student nurse in hospital ward), and 
3. Trades training (e.g., apprentice with unit standards). 

 

Project Assessment 
 

With external projects, industry requires an implemented solution with the emphasis on functionality, 
but the supervising institute needs to monitor the student’s evidence of following an appropriate 
methodology.  So there is a balance required between solution (industry) and methodology (institute). 
The other important issue for industry projects is the realism aspect where “the most critical aspect of 
the project (software engineering) is the use of real projects, with real customers” (Chamillard & 
Braun, 2002, p. 227).  The industry sponsor is more likely to evaluate the project product through the 
‘realism filter’ with judgments performed on technical complexity, size of project, feedback from the 
sponsor and the overall excellence of the final product: “The involvement in a ‘real life’ project is a 
valuable strategy that enhances student learning and prepares students for the demands that they may 
encounter in the workplace” (Fleming & Ferkins, 2005, p. 5).  One example framework conceived for 
allowing a greater influence by industry on information technology (IT) project assessment is shown 
below in Figure 1.  The framework allows more weighting in assessment for evidence such as proof 
that the client is using the product live, extra technical complexity, size of the organization and extra 
features within the product (Skelton & Albertyn, 2004).  

Another instrument that industry clients can evaluate the student on with their project work is 
the industry feedback form.  This type of survey can include the following questions: 
 

1. The IT project was delivered satisfactorily 
2. The student displayed technical expertise 
3. Is the project running ’live’ in production 
4. Would you employ the student (if a position was available)?, and 
5. The project met the requirements. 

 
The industry replies to this type of questionnaire do need to be vetted and moderated by the academic 
supervisor to balance out any skewed results (such as a technically illiterate sponsor giving very 
positive replies for a student who normally struggles academically).  Another example of industry-
based evaluation for projects is the workplace visit.  This is normally judged informally by the 
academic supervisor, but takes into account the intangibles and some tacit knowledge of the student. 
Some of the questions from the workplace visit would include: 
 

1. Is the student able to facilitate the visit? (demonstrates maturity and working knowledge of 
workplace) 

2. Perception of the relationship between staff and the student 
3. Is the IT product able to be demonstrated ‘live’ at the site? 
4. Students perception of the alignment of the project to the organization, and 
5. Face to face interview with the industry supervisor helps the context of the feedback form.  

 
These examples (Eastern Institute of Technology, 2006) provide evidence that students can be 
rewarded by industry for taking on more complex work on behalf of the client, and that the client is 
probably the best judge of the end product excellence.  
 
  Work Placement Assessment 
 

Assessment with internships or work placements may be easier in one respect in that the student is 
able to be observed on an hourly or daily basis.  However, the measurement of the concrete output of 
the student may be more difficult than the industry project.  Often industry assessors in work 
placements need to ask the question; would the student’s work practice be acceptable in an 
unsupervised situation? 
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Multimedia Website IS/ 
Applications 

Technical 
Development 

IT Plan 

Mandatory 
Original elements Database backend containing multiple 

tables with simple relationships 
Relational tables Process Documented Entire company overview 

Some original creation 
e.g. Logo 

Secure /customized administrative 
functions to modify table/page content 

Minimum 5 tables - 
complexity 

Research detailed. 
Physical site described  

60 page report 

Interactivity. 
 

10+ pages, including table driven 
dynamic content.  

Original Programming. 
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Client intends production 
or to ‘go live’. 

Hosted site available via Internet Client intends production 
or to ‘go live’. 

Unique setup or product Client intends to consider the 
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Capable of being updated 
in 1st 12 months 

Significant original design /customized 
development 

   

Optional 1 Weighting 1.1 
Flash or Director / 
sophisticated features 

Client is actually using live   Client is actually using 
live 

Digital photos record 
process 

Company testifies to live use of 
report 

Optional 2 Weighting 1.2 
Large scale content Proof of business development  Database or application 

networked 
Specialist skills/tools used 5+ live interviews or 2 surveys 

     

 
FIGURE 1 
Evaluation weighting for industry projects 
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As Duffy (2004, p. 7) asserts, “mentors must ensure that assessment of clinical skills does occur as 
required.  Passing students who have failed or in the hope that they will improve later, puts patients at 
risk.”  In the health faculties, training is given to industry supervisors (e.g., registered nurses) on 
assessment criteria.  

Some characteristics of internship evaluation by an industry mentor would include: 
 

1. Continuous assessment throughout the internship 
2. formal and informal techniques 
3. gathering evidence throughout, and 
4. Initial, intermediate and final interviews with the student. 

 
Some industry sectors are well setup for acknowledging and training the industry assessor:  “A mentor 
is a nurse, midwife or specialist nurse who facilitates learning and supervises and assesses students in 
a practice setting” (Hopkins, 2005, p. 5). 

In teacher training, the teacher mentor may perform observations and evaluation on classroom 
environments, teaching technique, learning facilitation, interviews, de-briefing, and then report to the 
teaching institute.  Rowley (1999) outlines comprehensively what makes a good teacher trainee 
mentor and the assessment mechanisms that can be used effectively to support and monitor the 
teacher in training.  
 

Trades Training Assessment 
 
Historically, some of the concepts of competency-based training have arisen from this sector.  Smith 
and Keating (1997) reiterate that competency based training is primarily concerned about what the 
student will actually be able to demonstrate at the end of their training, and by implication less about 
the theoretical models and processes that helped them to that level of competency.  Often assessment 
is by collection of output evidence, number of hours worked and these may be embedded with unit 
standards (in New Zealand unit standards are a national standards based collection of units for most 
subject areas).  Trades supervision has less emphasis today on ‘time served’ than in previous 
apprenticeship eras.  Industry supervisors assist apprentices gathering evidence in the form of time 
sheets, plans, drawings, and photographs.  Industry supervisors also sign written attestations of 
students completing work to an industry standard.  Other examples include logbooks with references 
to unit standards.  Assessment may be performed by third-party trained industry assessors as well as 
workplace employers (Beaven, 2006). 
 

Assessment Guides Career Path 
 
Given that according to Arthur, Hall and Lawrence (1989, p. 8) “a career is the evolving sequence of a 
persons work experiences over time,” the success of students within industry based assessment may 
be an early indicator of the students career success after graduation.  A question may be asked 
whether the key indicators within the student’s cooperative industry evaluation or the normal internal 
academic success are the best indicators of career success.  The cooperative experience itself, whether 
it be an internship, project or industry training, forms part of the student’s career experience. 
Particularly, feedback from the industry supervisor may help with self-knowledge on their vocational 
‘fit’.  Further to the cooperative assessment and experience adding to the student’s overall career, a 
positive assessment from a co-operative supervisor may influence a student’s confirmation or choice 
of career.  As Spoonley, Dupuis and De Bruin (2004, p. 73) confirm “the assessment of people’s 
career aspirations, interests and abilities, and the process of helping them make the appropriate 
choices of employment, become the cornerstone of career counseling.”  
 

Conclusions 
 
It is intended to take this initial discussion further and collate and synthesize the industry assessment 
examples and cases from the different types of cooperative education (as well as the different sectors, 
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e.g., health, IT, sports science, engineering, etc.) and propose a common framework for industry-
based assessment.  

This discussion of the impact and influence of cooperative assessment primarily influenced 
by industry sponsor, clients and employers balanced alongside academically based assessment 
probably has a parallel in the divide between industry and academia.  The balance between academic 
and industry evaluation may reflect the natural tension between the processes and priorities of the 
academic world and the pragmatism and priorities of the corporate/industry environment.  Jacob, 
Hellström, Adler and Norrgren (2000) broaden this concept beyond issues within cooperative 
education to long-term partnerships now necessary between academia and industry in the knowledge 
society.  

This discussion of the current and ideal industry assessment methods may allow synergies and 
move towards a cooperative framework for ideal industry assessment techniques and priorities.  This 
may lead to greater equity and fairness for the student as well as providing useful career indicators for 
students.  Academic institutes may also benefit from such an overview of industry assessment 
techniques. 
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Abstract 
 
Female role modeling has been identified as an excellent way to encourage females into Information Technology 
(IT), in both education and the industry itself, in order to dispel many of the misperceptions about the industry.  
A literature search carried out reflected the perception that computing is considered a male domain even though 
there is no evidence of any difference in ability with regard to female and male performance in this area.  
Research conducted by the authors in 2004 on female participation in IT programs of study within polytechnics 
in New Zealand clearly showed that women are becoming or remain increasingly under-represented in IT.  It is 
also evident that women have a significant contribution to make within this discipline.  The research suggests 
that females are not only poorly represented within the IT industry in New Zealand, but that this is occurring 
internationally as well.  Mentoring programs to promote females who are associated with IT could be the answer 
to overcome barriers based on upbringing, perceptions and socialization experiences.  Female representation and 
role modeling is intensifying but more work is still required in this area to increase awareness of the types of 
work roles and career opportunities being carried out by both males and females in the IT industry.  This paper 
will outline strategies and promotional initiatives the authors are planning to utilize female role models from 
industry in an attempt to reverse the gender imbalance that is occurring in tertiary level IT education in New 
Zealand.   
 

Introduction/Literature Review 
 
Males and females have traditionally gravitated to certain occupations within our societies for a 
variety of reasons.  For example nursing has classically been a female dominated occupation, but one 
which is now starting to move down the road to gender diversification.  Our changing society is now 
impacting on how we view the relationships between men and women and what is male or female 
work.  The question of why we individually and as a society should be concerned with achieving equal 
gender diversity in our workplaces is a large study which is beyond the scope of this paper.  One of the 
main benefits that the management literature sees accruing to organizations and occupations from 
striving for diversity as a whole is the creation of opportunities for competitive advantage. Arguments 
to support this view cover areas such as cost benefits, enhanced flexibility, creativity, resource 
acquisition, marketing, and problem solving abilities (Davidson & Griffin, 2003). 

The particular industry under investigation in this paper is the Information Technology (IT) 
industry. Why should a study of female participation in the IT industry be of interest?  Clearly 
computers and information are at the leading edge of change in our society and therefore if the general 
arguments advanced for competitive advantage hold then failure to achieve gender diversity in the IT 
industry will impact on New Zealand society.  If an organization is dominated by one gender or 
population segment, ideas and innovations will adhere to the norms of that one segment, hence 
reducing the likelihood of multiple perspectives and ideas in relation to areas such as creativity and 
problem solving. 

This declining participation of women, particularly in IT courses at New Zealand 
polytechnics, has been a growing topic of conversation between academics and members of the IT 
industry.  Research carried out by the authors in 2004 gathered statistical data on enrolment trends 
over a five year period across six polytechnic providers in New Zealand.  Results appeared similar 
across each institution showing a downward trend from 2000 to 2005, clearly showing an imbalance of 
males to females in each institution.   
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O’Keefe (2004) believes that barriers against women entering the IT industry are based on 
perceptions.  He described a major perception as ‘IT is either about gaming or sitting in dark corners 
eating pizza and coke and programming for hours and hours and you never talk to anybody’ (p. 8).   
He believes that it is beneficial to use females who are working within IT to speak to other women in 
an attempt to dismantle misperceptions and to raise awareness.  Thorp (2004) agreed with this 
concept, when she suggested that students often have problems when trying to name role models, be 
they either male or female, within the IT industry.  She believes that mentoring programs to promote 
females who are associated with IT could be the answer.  Rudman (2002) supports this view outlining 
that without role models and mentors, support and positive encouragement, barriers are raised by 
individuals themselves based on upbringing, perceptions and socialization experiences.  

Treston (1999) describes mentoring as a relationship in which the mentor gives support, 
advice, feedback and guidance to the mentees (also called protégés, mentorees or novices) based on 
the traditional mentoring model of the apprentice learning from a master. “Mentoring supports much 
of what is currently known about how individuals learn, including the socially constructed nature of 
learning and the importance of experiential, situated learning experiences” (Treston, 1999, p. 3).  This 
concept of mentoring is closely linked with cooperative education where students gain direct on the 
job experience within a specific contextual setting.  Mentors are often used in co-op placements where 
students can be anxious and hampered by feelings of insecurity and a lack of confidence.  Mentors are 
there to guide and assist the students in realizing their potential (Ayling, 2004).  So, just as mentors are 
used in the workplace for cooperative education students, mentors can be enlisted as role models to 
dispel uncertainties and misplaced perceptions in regard to disciplines such as IT to encourage females 
to move into the field.   

So, how well represented are women within the IT industry?  A recent survey carried out by 
Roper Starch Worldwide (cited in Melymuka, 2001) showed that sixty-two percent of IT women 
believe there is a glass ceiling in the industry, and that females are not well represented especially in 
high level positions.  The Director of Women in Technology in New Zealand – Carole Lee Davidson, 
states that even though exact figures are difficult to come by, trends show that women make up a tenth 
of the IT workforce globally (Greenwood, 2002).  The presence of role models is seen as an important 
and excellent tool for promoting a discipline to potential gender groups.  Learning from same-gender 
role models is effective, and if there is an obvious gap in the representation of one gender within one 
discipline group – this too may influence training or career choices (Grainger, 1992).  Nightingale and 
Sohler (1994) outline various projects where schools have recruited female representatives to come in 
for sessions and act as role models to disciplines such as IT, in the hope of portraying the rewards of 
entering this type of training and to increase awareness. 

‘Women in Technology’ is a relatively new organization in New Zealand which has been set 
up to represent females who are participating within IT, with an aim to encourage and empower other 
females into this industry by offering networking opportunities and mentors.  They offer presentations 
and forums to women, which are led by women who are successful in their field.  These presentations 
offer inspiring and informative learning experiences for women wanting to realize their own career 
and personal goals.  This is an excellent opportunity to portray some of New Zealand’s leading female 
role models within the IT industry (Women in Technology, 2003).   
 

Findings and Discussion 
 

The research project carried out in 2004 aimed to investigate reasons for the gender imbalance of 
students undertaking tertiary study in information technology (IT) in the polytechnic sector.  This was 
carried out by gathering a range of perspectives and perceptions from students currently studying at 
polytechnics within IT or non-IT based programs and by obtaining statistics from institutions offering 
programs of IT study within the tertiary polytechnic sector. Two research methods were used; focus 
groups and a questionnaire.  The questionnaire was sent to twenty three tertiary providers around the 
country.  Eleven completed questionnaires were returned – a forty seven percent response rate. Results 
from this quantitative data appeared similar across ten institutions, with data from institution number 
eleven indicating a growth in female vs. male enrolments in IT programs of study from years 2001 to 
2003.  However, even with this inconsistency across institutions, there clearly still remained an 
imbalance of males to females in each institution.  Perceptions as to why this is happening was 
explored in the focus groups.   
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The first focus group consisted of six male participants who were currently studying within IT – on the 
Bachelor of Information and Communications Technology (BICT) at UCOL.  This group focused on 
male perspectives on female participation within IT.  The second focus group consisted of six females 
who where both studying within IT (on the BICT program) and those that were studying at tertiary 
level but not in IT (studying Diploma in Business).  This group focused on female perceptions and 
reasons for either considering IT as a career choice or not.   

All potential participants were given a written information sheet about the nature and aim of 
the research.  The information sheet also outlined how they were identified as potential participants 
(which was through convenience sampling), that the focus may take up to one hour of their time and 
that participation was entirely voluntary.  It also outlined that the session would be tape recorded, that 
the data collected would be stored securely, anonymity was assured and information collected would 
be destroyed at the end of the research.  Consent was obtained via the return of the tear off slip for the 
focus groups and consent to participate was assumed as questionnaires were filled out and returned.  
The data from the focus groups was subjected to thematic analysis to identify and explore common 
themes so that comparisons, contrasts and insights could be seen.    

Of the two focus groups undertaken, lack of ‘interest’ was the most common theme emerging 
in response to questions asked in relation to perceptions of female participation.  Another common 
theme was ‘direction’.  All participants agreed little advice or teaching on IT was given at school.  
Most participants agreed that it is not clear as to what career opportunities are available or what job 
tasks the IT industry offers.  This has also been identified in the literature as an issue that needs 
addressing (O’Keefe, 2004; Young, 2000).  The two themes identified are not mutually exclusive and 
have the potential to influence each other:  if appropriate ‘direction’ is given to females regarding the 
IT industry, ultimately this would lead to more ‘interest’ and an increase in the gender balance.   

Below are some of the quotes made in the focus groups in regard to female participation with 
IT: 

 
No, I never considered working in IT – I like fresh air, moving around and talking to people – 
computers are none of those things 
 
Females are more interested in soft, arty, caring careers.   
 
IT is geeky.   
 
Interest levels of females and males are different.  Females are computer users, not techies.   
 
Teachers are not aware of the industry as it was not an option whey they were young. 
 
Many teachers in schools are self-taught hobbyists (at best) and have no concept of what the 
IT industry can offer.  Schools are required to show viable career paths – I do not believe 
schools do this in IT. 
 
Schools don’t understand the ICT industry and the careers that are available – therefore 
marketing is a big problem. 
 
Make it clear that the IT industry is not all about hardware and can choose different avenues 
to follow.  
 
Use role models or profile past female students to promote.  
 
I think possibilities for career opportunities need to made clearer.   
 
There was never any promotion on IT at school when I was choosing a career path to go 
down. 

 
The literature search and research carried out reflects the perception that computing is considered a 
male domain even though there is no evidence of any difference in ability with regard to females and 
males performance in this area.  The literature suggests much of this gender misconception stems from 
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both parents and schools, and the way individuals are socialized at a very young age.  Even though 
women now constitute the majority of those participating in higher education, the concentration of 
learning that these women are participating in, is in traditionally female fields such as education and 
health.  Female representation and role modeling is intensifying but more work is still required in this 
area to increase awareness of the types of work roles and career opportunities being carried out by 
both males and females in the IT industry. 

It is clear from the literature that females are indeed participating at a minimal level in IT and 
that some urgency is required to change this continuing trend in order to obtain diversity and 
participation within the IT industry.   There are some efforts within New Zealand to encourage and 
support females into the IT industry, such as Women in Technology, but despite this, the gender 
imbalance remains.  
 
Changing Perceptions 
 
To challenge and change perceptions, clear guidance needs to be provided in regard to career options 
and roles that can be carried out within the industry.  In an article published by Martin (2002, ¶11), 
Cherry Vanderbeke, general manager of Gen-I’s software solutions says: “Girls don’t realize the 
variety of roles within IT” and that “it’s more than just programming. There’s a whole range of other 
roles like project management, business consulting and systems architecture.”  These people-oriented 
jobs are generally more appealing to women, who often have the interpersonal skills to do well in 
them.  In the same article, Deannah Templeton, a senior consultant with Microsoft, says that schools, 
universities and IT companies fail to communicate and portray the industry’s diversity to girls.   
 
Strategies for Change 
 
During 2006 and 2007, the authors intend to implement some strategies in order to tackle the 
misperceptions that persist in the IT industry.  The intention will be to increase awareness around 
some of the people-oriented roles within IT that are often more appealing to women.  
These strategies for change include: 
 

• Profiling Female graduates working within the industry 
• Camp Techette 
• Role Model Day – partnering with industry, and 
• Project funding options 

 
Profiling Female Graduates Working within the Industry 
 
An Alumni is under development and as part of this, the plan is to profile some of the excellent female 
graduates from the ICT degree at UCOL.  Successful graduates have found positions in a diverse 
range of organizations such as New Zealand Trade and Enterprise, Land Transport Authority, 
Provenco, City Councils and Toyota New Zealand.  Profiling the roles being carried out in this range 
of organizations will help to demonstrate that IT is integral in all business processes and covers a wide 
range of industries.  Additionally, there will be close liaison with the UCOL marketing team in the 
preparation of promotional material.  Initial discussions with marketing indicate that they are very 
enthusiastic and supportive of these initiatives.   
 
Camp Techette 
 
A similar program has been run in Chicago hosted by CISCO (a multinational corporation focused on 
producing networking tools and curriculum).  A similar initiative will be trialled during UCOL’s 
‘Winta Flava’ program which runs in the winter semester break in July this year.  This will be targeted 
at secondary female school students years 11-13.  Taster sessions in different areas of IT will be 
scheduled which will involve rotated sessions on areas such as web design where they will design their 
own website, networking where they will set up a LAN etc.  The aim will be to show participants how 
technology can change the way they work, live, play and learn and even shop!  A main focus of the 
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camp will attempt to provide clear guidance on career opportunities and roles available within IT.  To 
aid in this, involve some role models from industry will be recruited to talk about their roles and career 
opportunities.  The week will end with participants working through a career in IT selection 
questionnaire to help them identify which roles within IT they may be suited to. The last day could 
end with a careers night for parents, teachers and career guidance counsellors.   During this session, 
the participants from Camp Techette will be able showcase their creations from their taster sessions. 
 
Role Model Day – Partnering with Industry 
 
As well as full week programs such as Camp Techette, it is intended that one off sessions will be 
offered, profiling successful women working in Industry.  These sessions could include a discussion 
on:  how they got started in the industry and what influenced their choice; what education they may 
have undertaken; any barriers they have faced; what working in a male dominated industry is like; and 
finally any advice they may have for girls/women choosing a career in the industry.  
 
Project Funding Options 
 
The Thomas George McCarthy Trust, and the JBS Dudding Trust both provide funding for charitable 
and educational organizations. Options for external funding from these trusts will be explored for 
initiatives such as Camp Techette to be offered on an on-going basis.   
 

Conclusion 
 
This paper has examined the reasons behind low female participation in both IT tertiary education and 
the IT industry, and has identified female role modeling as an excellent way to encourage females into 
the field of IT.  Such role modeling may help to dispel many of the misperceptions about the industry.   
Female representation and role modeling is intensifying but more work is still required in this area to 
increase awareness of the types of work roles and career opportunities being carried out by both males 
and females in the IT industry.  Planned strategies and promotional initiatives have been discussed to 
enable the industry to be profiled by women, to women, in an attempt to reverse the gender imbalance 
that is occurring in tertiary level IT education in New Zealand. 
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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate a collaborative assessment undertaken in a real world 
situation.  In an effort to excite creativity and expose learners to the growing area of retail 
merchandising display, a New Zealand based organization was approached to seek assistance in 
providing a context for student groups to develop their skills and meet the learning outcomes of the 
course in a commercial and public arena.  The feedback from a student questionnaire conducted at the 
conclusion of this project indicates that opportunities for student groups to work cooperatively with 
industry, encourages learners to develop, interdependence to respect difference in a collaborative group 
and encourages students to exceed their creative and theoretical learning of the course.  The industry 
participant confirmed that in the case of these projects the students window display were fresh, creative 
and innovative.  The result had acted as stimuli for existing staff promoting a more competitive and 
enthusiastic approach to the display of the companies merchandise.  Tutors may consider during the 
delivery of a program that students have not related their learning to real practice.  If this happens, the 
students miss out on an important part of the educative learning possibilities within the working 
environment they desire to enter. 
 

Introduction 
 
When graduates enter the workplace, they are often nervous, unsure and hungry for a 
mentoring environment. This feeling of anxiety is experienced by all graduates entering the 
workforce for the first time.  To assist with reducing these feelings of anxiety we provide a 
setting which simulates the work place.  The traditional classroom can not replicate the 
atmosphere or complexities of experiences graduates will face in the commercial arena.  
Higher education institutions of learning have difficulty acquiring quality resources necessary 
to re-create a workplace setting to allow students the opportunity to experience working with 
the type of equipment and products they would be expected to be familiar with in their 
graduate field of study.  A work place setting will bridge the gap occurring between student 
needs and the resource limitations of the institutions we teach in and our students study in. 
 

Background Literature 
 
There have been several studies written that have shown the positive impact of cooperative 
education programs and work-based experiences on the academic outcomes of student 
participants.  These studies have investigated a large number and wide variety of indicators to 
determine the impact of work-based learning programs. These include the theory of 
constructivism which rests on the notion that there is an innate human drive to make sense of 
the world.  Instead of absorbing or passively receiving objective knowledge.  Writings 
suggest that students actively construct knowledge by integrating new information and 
experiences into what they have previously come to understand, revising and reinterpreting 
old knowledge in order to reconcile and apply it with the new (Billett, 1996).  

Writings in the field of Cooperative Education for Enterprise Development (CEED) 
programs have been shown to develop most of all students’ personal, communication and 
learning skills that could be transferred to the workplace (Candy, 1991).  Research indicates 
that work-based learning excites and motivates most students.  It usually has positive, albeit 
small, effects on students’ academic performance, graduation rates, and enrolment in post- 
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secondary education, and it has led to full-time job positions for some students” (Jackson & 
Wirt, 1996).  Exposure to actual or simulated workplace tasks and problems allows learners to 
experience ever-widening variation in knowledge application, and to see the limits to their 
understanding and how that needs to be addressed; both of these are said to be essential to 
deep learning and for a capacity to deal with novel situations.(Bowden, 1997).  Retention of 
learning is much greater when it occurs in a real-life context, perhaps because such contexts 
more readily provide or emulate the four conditions for effective learning: a knowledge base, 
a motivational context, learner activity and interaction (Biggs, 1999) 

The concept of Work-Based Learning has developed from an outcome-driven 
exercise when universities were preparing students for one job in one industry in one career 
path. This learning has evolved into a concept of engaged scholarship where students have an 
opportunity to interact with the community in a multiplicity of ways, thus developing the 
skills that will enable them to become lifelong learners and community contributors (Eames, 
1999).  Dickie (2001) recognizes that integrated learning takes initiative, time and energy, but 
it offers unequalled networking, resources and opportunities for students and institutions 
alike. 

These studies do not raise any doubts about the value of work-based learning.  
However, it appears that little has been written about the emotional and creative benefits that 
can be gained in implementing work-based education and collaborative assessment. 
Furthermore, many authors have conducted their research in discipline areas traditionally 
requiring a work based component such as nursing, veterinary, and applied trades to this end 
the purpose if this paper is to outline the learning that occurs when using work-based 
education within a creative discipline such as Interior Design and Visual Merchandising.   

This paper highlights a model where student learning experiences were unable to be 
replicated in a traditional classroom setting suggesting that cooperative workplace projects for 
students promotes enhanced learning and provides greater possibilities for students to transfer 
skills and competencies from academia to the workplace. 
 

Instrument Used 
 
The student groups studying Interior Décor and Visual merchandising were exposed to the 
theoretical principals of point of sales display, shown photographic examples of quality 
international retail displays and actively create a number of formative displays within the safe 
environment of the classroom.   The student groups are taken on a number of site visits to 
familiarize themselves with a wide range retail display examples within the area of Auckland.   
New Zealand.  Following these visits the tutor approached some of these companies 
requesting a venue for the students to experience planning the concept and displaying the 
company’s products within their showrooms.    
 

Method 
 
One of Auckland’s most prodigious interior design retail companies generously agreed to 
allow the students to create a main window display and outlined their client brief: 
 

 Collaboratively the students were required to visit the site to begin their selection of 
furniture accessories and artwork for a main window display in the showroom 

 The groups conducted a measured and photographic survey of the areas provided by 
the host company.  The student groups were required to plan a unique layout for the 
window display utilizing the furniture and accessories on display within the host 
company’s showroom 

 The color theme for their display required agreement by all members of the student 
groups 

 The students were required to create, install, accessorize and complete the window in 
a five hour time frame while business continues 
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 All decision processes must be collaborative therefore the students must develop 
strategies for effective group work and decision making 

 The display is to be of the highest standard in line with the quality display usually 
presented in this prestigious showroom 

 The students work under tight time constraints using the company’s expensive 
international furniture and accessories, and 

 Students are exposed to public critique throughout the installation process while 
business continues as usual. 

 
Host company response: 
 

 The managing director of the company reported that the student display had promoted 
a renewed competitive spirit within the staff for future displays, and 

 Furthermore one student was offered full time employment with the host company. 
 
The tutors mentoring role was as a coach to assist students to become effective members of a 
collaborative team and to provide opportunities for the groups of students to discover and 
strengthen weaknesses and learn from their mistakes.  Research suggests that tutor/mentor 
relationship is a strong force in helping students’ realize ‘peak performance’ (Gilson et al., 
2000). 

This work-based project serves as the basis of this research and demonstrates through 
a questionnaire, verbal feedback and peer and self assessment the implications for students, 
supervisors and host companies.  The body of discussion for this paper is structured as 
follows: 
 

 Firstly the course in which the work –based learning has taken place will be described 
 The students involved will be discussed 
 The task and the procedure the students will execute will be outlined 
 The outcome of the project will be described 
 The result will be tabled, and 
 Finally the conclusions will be outlined. 

 
Applied Technology Certificate (Interior Décor) is a one year program consisting of nine 
courses.  The program is made up of creative practical elements along with sound theoretical 
research based activities.  The course in which the work-based project will take place is 
Introduction to Visual Merchandising and carries 12 credits with two assessments.  The first 
is a practical assessment and the second a logbook of learning. 
 
 

Learning Requirements 
 
The Visual Merchandising course requires students’ to develop skills to create visual displays 
for the interiors of retail shops.  They are to consider during the course that all design is the 
manipulation of style, taste, color, tone, shape, form and decoration.  

The aim is to create a display which will perform the function of successfully 
displaying products to increase sales for the company involved.  The student groups select 
and allocate resources to assemble and monitor projects to promote a product for maximum 
exposure.  The interpersonal skills emphasized throughout this course include personal 
grooming, mental attitude, verbal and non-verbal communication skills, lateral thinking, 
problem solving, and cultural sensitivity.  The students learn to develop techniques which 
include product knowledge, analysis of client needs, listening skills, dealing with client 
objections and answering a client brief. 

Conducting the practical project and assessment for this course in a work place 
setting will provide the opportunity for the students to develop and use these skills. 
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Furthermore, by approaching the delivery of this course collaboratively, the students will 
learn to respect diversity, develop interdependence, listening skills and encourage the 
participation of group opinion.  In addition the students have the responsibility of developing 
the criteria for self and peer group assessment and to mark themselves and their peers in a 
constructive fair and reliable manner.  With traditional pedagogy classrooms the teacher is 
largely, if not exclusively responsible for setting goals, designing learning tasks, and 
assessing what is learned.  However, collaborative teachers differ in that they invite students 
to set specific goals within the framework of what is being taught and provide options for 
activities and assignments that capture different student interests, and encourage students to 
assess what they learn.  Zepke et al. (2003, p. 139) provide a reasonable definition: 
“Collaborative learning engages with diversity, valuing the contributions of all to learning.  It 
values the different types of knowledge bought by learners as well as teachers and helps them 
develop the interdependence, teamwork skills and personal attributes desired not only in the 
workforce but in wider society, nationally and globally.” 

Collaborative group work alters the traditional vocational teacher's role is not to set 
tasks, but to organize experiences that allow learners to develop their own knowledge and 
understanding. Using the methods of cognitive apprenticeship, the teacher is a coach who 
provides guidance that gradually decreases as learners become more proficient, and who 
models, mediates, diagnoses, and scaffolds. The learning environment should reproduce the 
key aspects of communities of practice: authentic activities sequenced in complexity, multiple 
experiences and examples of knowledge application, access to experts, and a social context in 
which learners collaborate on knowledge construction (Kerka, 1997).  In the case of this 
model the facilitators’ role in this process is to set the standards, discuss their work with them, 
and encourage them to reflect on the quality of their contribution to the group.  Tutors offer 
regular feedback, acting as a mentor to guide, if and when guidance is required.  

The formative practical assessments conducted during this course provide the 
opportunity for student’s to develop the necessary skills for the planning and implementation 
of a variety of display concepts.  These displays are produced initially within the classroom, 
an effective and safe learning environment to assist with the development of the students’ 
confidence.  Each formative and summative assessment will be self and peer group graded to 
encourage each student to critically reflect on group members contribution.  This process of 
marking for formative collaborative group assessments will help to develop the students’ 
comprehension of this type marking process and the importance of fair and reliable, marking 
criteria.  The next section describes the summative assessment event involved in this course. 
 

Practical Display Group Assessment 
 

1. Students are required to create a display in a retail showroom 
2. Identify and investigate the procedures and processes necessary for successful project 

group work 
3. Demonstrate effective organizational skills 
4. Deliver the finished project in the given time frame 
5. Balance the importance of both the procedure and success of the project while 

meeting the demands of the clients brief, and 
6. Undertake self and peer assessment. 

 
The collaborative practical assessment will be peer group and self assessed.  The principles of 
the marking criteria are outlined and the students contribute to the format and reflect on those 
criteria the students feel are important in their group work.  The students were guided to 
(Zepke et al., 2003).  A successful and uncomplicated example of an achievement based 
marking grid to aid them in this process.  The criteria are classified into four main 
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sections.  Each criterion has separate characteristics that contribute to the overall mark for 
those criteria.  The separate characteristics act as a guide to grading.  The individual scores for 
each criterion is then totaled (maximum of 32 marks per person) in the boxes below.  Each 
participant is given the opportunity to offer justification for the grades they give to each 
member of the group (and themselves).   

During all formative and summative assessments the students will apply this marking 
method and the tutor will observe the students in the development and installation of practical 
work.  The observation grade will represent 28% of the final 60% grade (Table 1): 
 
 
TABLE 1 
Example of students collaborative marking criteria 
 
        
Criteria 1-3 4-6 7-8 Self 1 2 3 
WORK 
Contribution 
Preparation, 
Involvement 

 
Minimum 
Contribution 
Poor Preparation 
Not involved 

 
Average 
Contribution 
Satisfactory 
Preparation 
Fairly involved 

 
Excellent 
Contribution 
Excellent 
Preparation 
Fully involved 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

ATTITUDE 
Motivation 
Commitment 
Listening 
Support 

 
Unmotivated 
Uncommitted 
Poor Listener 
Unsupportive 

 
Motivated 
Committed 
Good Listener 
Supportive 

 
Highly Motivated 
Highly Committed 
Excellent Listener 
Highly Supportive 

    

INPUT 
Participation 
Planning 
Creativity 
Constructive 

 
Inadequate Poor 
Obstructive 

 
Adequate  
good 
Constructive 

 
Exemplary 
excellent 
Highly 
constructive 

    

COHESION 
Respect 
Fairness 
Consideration 
 

 
Disrespectful 
Unfair 
inconsiderate 

 
Tolerant 
Fair 
Considerate 

 
Highly respectful 
Extremely Fair 
Outstanding 
Consideration 

    

   Possible TOTAL 
(32) 

    

 
Justification of grades 
 
Person Comments = 

1  

2  

3  

Self  
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The groups develop ideas for their formative displays and install their concepts over five 
weeks in a safe classroom environment.  Following each installation the groups will self and 
peer group assess the results of the installation.  This section focuses on the students involved 
in this work-based learning opportunity and their experiences leading up to and throughout 
the practical summative assessment of the course. 

The students attend this course Monday to Wednesday for six weeks duration.  At the 
beginning of the course the class of 12 were required to form themselves into three groups of 
four and remained in these groups throughout the course.  The student groups worked 
collaboratively on all their formative projects leading up to the work-based project.  A group 
example for this work place project consisted of four students of mixed nationality and 
gender: Student (1) from China, student (2) is European, student (3) a Pacific Islander and 
student (4) is from South America. 

All the students have different views and tastes and despite this must work together as 
a collaborative group, respecting diversity and celebrate ownership of this real world project. 
Evans and Kersch (2004) suggest that when conducting real world learning assessments: “The 
role of the academic supervisor is essential” (p. 63).  In the acceptance of these principals in 
this application of a real world learning and assessment project it is clear that academic 
supervisors must serve as the interface between students and clients.  This requires the tutor to 
utilize higher level management skills not typically required in classroom settings.  The 
central issue in conducting real world learning experiences is that students frequently require 
encouragement, direction and support while still being given the freedom to fully comprehend 
and execute the scope of the project.  

This section describes the scope of work involved in these practical assessment 
projects and outlines the events during the installation.  One of Auckland’s most prestigious 
interior design retail companies generously agreed to allow the students to create a main 
window display and host company outlined their client brief.  Firstly the groups were required 
to survey the designated area, select appropriate furniture, artwork, accessories and lighting 
from within the showroom to create a full room set for the companies high profile window 
display.  The objective of the project is to display the furniture and complementary products 
in the showroom.  An important part of the client brief stipulates that the display must be 
executed in a five hour time frame while business continues with staff and customers present 
throughout the process.  Prior to the assessment project the group had been taken to view 
previous professional displays in the same window; and they were conscious of the high 
standard they were required to meet or exceed.  This unique opportunity allows the students to 
familiarize themselves with merchandise from six top quality ranges of international furniture 
from Europe and the USA along with fine artwork and accessories also sold in the showroom. 
Following their initial selection, the area where the display will be installed is surveyed by the 
students.  Collaboratively they begin the planning, and concept for the space.  It is essential 
the students develop strategies for effective group work and decision making to reach 
consensus.  The display had to be of the highest standard in line with the displays usually 
presented in this prestigious showroom and the members of the group reported feeling 
apprehensive as they began to work with the quality merchandise.  The students were aware 
of their responsibility to handle these expensive items with maximum care and attention.  
However, as the project progressed and developed, their nervousness abated, and they 
realized this opportunity had heightened and contributed to a better appreciation of quality 
and style.   

Very quickly the teams discovered the importance of effective group work and 
consensus. The group set their own goals to comprehend and develop their own understanding 
of the brief and take ownership of their project.  While the display took shape I observed the 
collaborative team working, while taking a comprehensive photographic record of the 
displays development.  
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Results and Discussion 
 
The students successfully completed the window display and we met at a coffee bar next to 
the host company and recapped on the morning’s experiences.  The group agreed that their 
greatest challenge was overcoming their anxiety to create a display that was new, fresh, and 
innovative as well as being desirable and successful in terms of product promotion for the 
host company.  They unanimously reported this work-based project had strongly contributed 
to a better understanding of product display principles learned in the classroom and described 
the opportunity as “unique, and the collaborative assessment experience, challenging, 
inspirational, reflective interactive and student centered.” 

The client joined us for a brief time and declared he was extremely impressed and 
delighted by the result of the student display and the students received recognition and 
accolade for their efforts from both the host company and the viewing public.  The learners 
demonstrated that they need to accomplish tasks and solve problems in real life situations.  It 
is clear from this experience that adult learner’s see the learning process as one in which they 
can raise their competence in order to reach their full potential and to apply tomorrow what 
they learnt today.  A follow up student questionnaire, and feedback from the host company 
contributed toward the conclusions drawn from this pilot project and the implication for the 
future.  Following the assessment projects each of the three student groups were required to 
answer a questionnaire (appendix). 

The result of the student responses overwhelmingly confirmed that the practical 
assessment event greatly enhanced their creative and theoretical level of learning.  Through 
their active collaborative participation, students were able to acquire practical knowledge and 
apply their learning.  Notably, they reported they had gained better understanding of the 
realistic demands they will face when they enter the workforce and the group collaboration 
requirement of the project was by far the greatest challenge.  Additional contact hours were 
required to conduct such a project.  Firstly, to identify appropriate hosts to conduct work 
based assessments, along with mentoring and overseeing the project.  The host company’s 
written feedback stated that they were pleased to have the opportunity to identify talented 
prospective employees from the students involved in the project.  At the conclusion of the 
exercise the host company offered full-time employment to one member of the group. 

The managing director believed the students had raised the bar for his display staff 
and had injected greater enthusiasm and creativity for future displays.  They expressed a keen 
interest to encourage closer links with academic institutions and to provide future contexts for 
students to develop and learn from real world experiences.  These statements are consistent 
with the writings of Comeford and McDowell (1999): “Employers continue to recognize the 
benefits of providing students with related experience” (p. 3). 

The outcome of work-based projects, such as the one outlined, demonstrates this is an 
effective way to introduce and prepare students to the realistic demands of industry.  The 
students overcame their anxiousness and enjoyed this real world learning experience and 
expressed feelings of pride and achievement at the final result.  The result of this project 
exceeded both tutor and student expectation and demonstrated learning and retention was at a 
higher level than usually found in typical classroom group activities, confirming beliefs that 
tertiary education students appreciate learning which takes place through experience.  
Learners need to accomplish tasks and solve problems in real life situations.  It follows that 
adults see the learning process as one in which they can raise their competence in order to 
reach their full potential and to apply their learning.  

The planning and execution of assessment projects in commercial settings have 
different demands and responsibilities to classroom projects.  However, the rewards of 
meeting learning outcomes and client needs through collaborative projects culminate in 
higher student achievement and learning application, which amply justifies the challenges. 
This is the forth project the tutor has conducted of this kind and recognize one day work- 
based projects of this type are at the lower end of workplace learning and am aware of the 
potential constraints for future projects.  The results of the student questionnaire demonstrated 
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that collaborative group work does not suit all students.  Two of the 12 students stated that 
they would prefer to work independently and found it difficult to with group decision making.   

 
Conclusion 

 
Creative fields such as interior design, tend to promote an independent and highly competitive 
individual.  However, the student who found group work compromising concluded that the 
experience had helped her develop as a person, to recognize that the opinions of others are 
valid and the support offered by the members of the team invaluable.  Indeed she admitted 
that the final result far exceeded her individual capacity.  Furthermore some students could 
find public exposure, time constraints and pressure to produce a quality result overwhelming 
and stressful.  Larger student groups could also limit the number of industry related venues 
and opportunities for work-based experiences in this field.  As mentioned earlier a project of 
this nature will be successful only if the tutor has established a sound relationship of trust with 
both the student and the host company.  The company would not have permitted unsupervised 
students to handle thousands of dollars of fine merchandise without certainty of their products 
safety and success of the room set display.  Ultimately the tutor has the responsibility of 
liaising with the organizations and ensuring the final result is to the companies liking and no 
damage to the merchandise occurs. 

Research from this project shows that a collaborative approach to tasks will help 
creative independent practitioners realize the value and validity of a team in real world 
projects, suggesting that this is excellent preparation for students entering this industry.  
People, who lack the ability to work collaboratively with their peers, could find that 
acceptance of their work contribution, their creative worth and professional development is 
limited. 
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Appendix 
 

Question 1 
Do you believe this contextual assessment in collaboration with industry has been beneficial to your 
learning? 

YES NO 
12 0 

 
Question 2 
Do you feel your experiences have aided your theoretical comprehension of the subject and course 
outcomes? 

YES NO 
12 0 

 
Question 3 
Would you consider more work-based experiences beneficial to your learning? 

YES NO 
12 0 

 
Question 4 
Did you mind working outside of your normal contact learning hours? 

YES NO 
0 12 

 
Question 5 
What is your view of the end result? 

Highly rewarding Good Disappointing 
10 2 0 

 
Question 6 
How would you describe you experiences of working collaboratively? 

Enjoyable Satisfactory Difficult 
9 2 1 

 
 


