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“It's unconventional, so it’s challenging”: Moments of
transformational learning in professional doctorates

MARTIN B. ANDREW
Otago, New Zealand

INTRODUCTION

Professional practice and work-based learning doctorate programs such as Education doctorates (EdDs)
and Doctorates of Professional Practice (DProfPracs) are designed around both transformation—an act
or state of deep change—and transformativity—the potential to lead to change to/in individuals,
disciplines and workplaces, organizations or communities (Contreras & Bedord, 2023; Dragovic et al.,
2016; Simsek, 2012). Desire to become core members of professional communities, to be experts at the
table of fellow professionals, is a core component of professional identity change and it is leveraged by
such transformation-focused frameworks as doing, being, becoming and belonging (Wilcock, 1998). Along
with the project of transforming the learner’s self, such programs transform practice (Fulton, et al., 2012;
Boud et al., 2020; Beylen, et al., 2023; Simsek, 2012). Northeastern University (Joubert, 2024, online), for
instance, claims “a professional degree program will prepare you to have an impact on, and potentially
transform, your chosen field”. New Zealand’s Applied Doctorate Scheme (ADS, 2026), transforms cutting-

edge research into innovation. Transformation is on the label. Transformation is us.

At the individual level, transformative change impacts the personal and professional identities of
doctoral learners (Hramiak, 2017), while enabling change within individuals’ professional contexts
(Boud et al., 2020). Partnerships within these contexts, usually with employers, afford the work-
integrated elements of such candidatures (Boud et al, 2020). This paper moves beyond the
transformativity that is an affordance of heutagogical models of professional doctorates (Andrew, 2024;
Boud et al,, 2020). This study explores critical moments in candidates’ experiential journeys from

onboarding to post-graduation to understand specific transformations individuals report.

Drawing on reflections of 15 graduates, this paper explores the moments of transformation they report.
It considers three aspects of their remembered transformational experience. First, it reports comments
on macro-level changes across the duration of candidature. Second, it details meaningful changes
recollected in micro-level critical moments or incidents. Thirdly, because transformative learning is
complex, fragmented, and non- linear, it identifies perceived hindrances to journeys being experienced
as transformational. As one respondent stated of the professional doctorate, “it's unconventional, so it’s
challenging”. Understanding experiences of transformational learning acknowledges those challenges,
those encounters with the unfamiliar. The study asks: How do professional doctorate graduates reflect

on learning transformations emerging from the challenges they faced?
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LITERATURE REVIEW

This section extends the introduction’s focus on impact on transformational individual and practice
trajectories. First, it establishes a link between encountering problems and potential transformation.
Next, it examines reflectivity as the means of coming to recognize transformational learning, most

specifically via reflecting on critical moments of experience.

In professional doctorates, transformation is no simple linear upwards trajectory and requires a
complexivist approach (Aldaheff-Jones, 2012). It is never the non-critical reflection-change-action
process seen in early Mezirow’s early transformative learning theory (1991). Aldaheff-Jones (2012)
argues there are multiple ways of conceiving transformativity, which concerns the real-world-explorative
nature of professional doctorates and addresses chaos, disorder, non-linearity, and self-organization.
Learning from encountering the challenging/problematic can be personally transformational,
potentially enhancing practice. Transformation, Mezirow (1991) maintains, is accessed via reflectivity,
“using a prior interpretation to construe a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of one’s
experience...to guide future action" (Mezirow, 1991, p. 12). Mezirow (2009) speaks of transformative
learning as “learning that transforms problematic frames of reference to make them more inclusive,

discriminating, reflective, open, and emotionally able to change” (p. 22).

Mezirow’s conception has been criticized as overly cognitive, not agentive enough and poorly
accounting for social change. Mezirow (2009) reconsidered transformative learning as “learning that
transforms problematic frames of reference to make them more inclusive, discriminating, reflective,
open, and emotionally able to change” (p. 22). Critical of the cognitive simplicity of Mezirow, Boylen et
al. (2023) emphasize the situated social constructivist nature of real-world learning, positing that
“collaborative and agentic professional [learning] is a necessary, but not always a sufficient, condition

for transformative professional learning” (p. 652).

Boylen et al. (2023) concur that reflective criticality brings sufficiency to fostering the agency that is
central to transformation in professional doctorates. Reflective criticality is what we witness in the
evidence because it is a core autoethnographic method in the transformation of doctoral learners.
Reflection, Rogers (2002) writes, weaves “the thread that makes continuity of learning possible, and

ensures the progress of the individual and, ultimately, society” (p. 845).

For Barnett (2004, p. 257), “encountering strangeness” and wrestling with it enables learners to form, or
reform, their responses to it, impacting “ontological change” and “authentic being”. What he describes
here is very close to the moments of transformation characteristic of professional practice. Reflectivity
as a meaning-making process remains crucial to understanding connections between ideas occurring in
transformative learning (Rogers, 2002). It allows learners to access those lightbulb moments, those
“critical moments when things change ... when someone gets it” (Pennycook, 2004, p. 330). Effectively
reflection accesses personal theories and discourses to apply them to public ones (Griffiths & Tann,
1992).

Enacting Kolb (1984), Sandelowski (2010) calls these moments of experience, reflected moments that form
the hub of evidence in this study. As Schon (1983, p. 26) wrote: “We reflect on action, thinking back on
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what we have done in order to discover how our knowing-in-action may have contributed to an
unexpected outcome”. Reflecting on ‘wrestling’ with ‘strangeness’ foregrounds those micro-level
critical moments of experience, but also enables understanding of parts or the entirety of doctoral

journeys.

METHODOLOGY

To access those reflective moments of experience both over time and at specific junctures, the study uses a
method of evidence collection typical of Qualitative Descriptive Analysis (QDA, Sandelowski, 2010):
the semi-structured interview. The sampling criterion was that candidates must be graduates, and hence
have no power differentials with the researcher. To date the researcher interviewed 11 professional
doctorate graduates between 6 months to a year after completion. They were recruited via convenience
and purposive sampling from two sites in Aotearoa New Zealand. Of the questions posed, those

pertinent are:
What has been the biggest transformative moment of your candidature?

What are some of the biggest challenges you faced when completing qualifications in a workplace setting,

and how did you overcome them?

The researcher also conducted two sets of interviews with two graduates, leveraging some of the
affordances of focus groups. All interviews were transcribed. The average age of interviewees was 47,
and the gender split was 50-50. All participants completed professional doctorates. The study is ethics
approved (Otago Polytechnic #HRE15-173, 2020 and #1038, 2024) and participant voices are cited with
approval.

In terms of evidence analysis, the researcher framed the work of analysis as deductive-inductive as the
theme of transformation is unavoidably a priori. QDA enables analysis that is sensitive to word and
metaphor patterns characteristic of content analysis, while keeping sensitive to the codes and themes
researchers discover in thematic analysis. Such an approach is suitable for evidence sets that are in
progress. As is conventional in QDA, the findings are streamlined, ensuring analysis aligns with
enquiry (Creswell, 2013). Three strands are presented: transformation throughout the journey, micro-

transformation in moments of experience and hindrances.

STREAMLINED FINDINGS
Transformation throughout the Journey

Graduates consistently reflect on their experience of their journey as leading to increased confidence,
credibility and opportunities, all of which afford transformation. Graduates” frames of reference were
challenged, enabling transformation (Mezirow, 2009) Key enablers to transformation were the situated
collaboration Boylen et al. (2023) argued was necessary for transformation, a supportive site of
practice/workplace and positive assessors/examiners. One lexical marker of progress towards

transformation is the comparative ‘more’.
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New ways of looking at the self under transformation (Contreras & Bedord, 2023) are seen in the
evidence, articulating the ontological changes Simsek (2012) saw as characteristic of transformation. A
communications specialist said the doctorate gave them “a wee bit more credibility”, while an
organizational researcher recalled it “made me look more in depth at particular methods and
methodologies and that resulted in my feeling more confident.” Similarly, a community activist
reflected, “it’s opened up more doors for me. And I get invited in much more”. A therapist speaks of
becoming “more empowered to use my own story to support others”. Such empowerment is a mark of

transformation.

Themes of belonging and ‘becoming’ confident through doing (Wilcock, 1998) are indicators of
transformation. A community worker states, “I was already autonomous, but [did] not have confident
agency”, and an educator notes, “I've confidence in the sense that I have learned to find my people, and
people invite me in more. I've become more respected”. Many participants speak of enhanced mana;
being seen as “more expert”. One stated they were now invited to speak at their marae; another seen as
the go-to scientist in their area of expertise. A health worker/educator remarked: “I've confidence in the
sense that I have learned to find my people”. An educator who failed at a pre-doctorate conference was

applauded at one post-doctorate: “I feel a completely different person now”.

Micro-Transformation in Moments of Experience

Critical incidents, where strangeness is encountered (Barnett, 2004), become the ‘a-ha’” moments of
participants” discourse, showing micro-level transformation. These relate to such issues as finding the
methodology, being among the right people, finding an authentic researcher voice and gaining
autonomy. A communications writer spoke of a micro-transformation regarding the methodological
struggle: “The moment when I suddenly came across my worldview and framework—something

finally fitted —a relief at no longer having to align with patriarchal philosophers”.

Moments of reframing that Mezirow (1991) saw as key to transformation appear frequently. A
professional researcher recalls realizing their ‘magazine writer’ voice a misfit for practice writing: “My
mentors said: said you ‘ve got to be more scholarly and that was my oh **** moment.” The ability to move
from the micro- to the macro- level of conceiving the project was key for a sustainability manager:
“when I saw that at the heart of making my practice more critical was looking holistically at the big
picture, not just the bits to support my narrative. That was my big a-ha moment”. The most frequently
articulated moment of experience involves when learners finding authentic voices and inner resources
for self-efficacy: “Finding your own voice [is crucial]. Following your own intuition. And knowing that

you know the content better than anybody else. That was a big moment. The expert is me”.

Hindrances

The complex non-linearity of transformational learning (Aldaheff-Jones, 2012) is related frequently. An
educationalist articulates their bumps in the road: “You need those moments of dissonance; much of
the doctoral journey has to be about dissonance...And that gets you to the right place.” Although fear
of -ologies loomed large in the ‘hindrances’ evidence, fear of ethics was equally dominant: “After ethics,
I was given permission to collect data. That was a big moment. This is real. I'm doing this”.

Impostership, a form of not belonging, is commonplace, along with fear of being judged as deficit. An
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educator observes: “We sometimes meet people in the context of feeling how am I here? Why am I here,

and what am 1 doing here? And that's part of transformation —rethinking who you are; if you belong”.

Gaining a good fit of mentor is crucial, with participants bitterly decrying the disruption of midstream
mentor replacements. A typical sentiment, enacting Boylen et al.’s (2023) emphasis on collaborativeness,
is: “After a rough start, I gained the dream team —mentors I knew would ‘get’ me —a balance of support

and freedom — and they guided me to the agency I have today.”

Aldaheff-Jones (2012) identified chaos and disorder as obstacles to transformative learning, naming
conventions, procedures and policies. Rough starts are mentioned frequently as hindrances, but most
comments relate to technology failures, administrative bungles and mediocre systems: “I'm trying to
do innovative work, and admin keep telling me I'm not actually enrolled. Why is this even my
problem?” Comments such as these are not unique to professional doctorate programs but remain
serious: “The administration side of things would be my only negative —when the when the system's
expectations didn't match my expectations. I had many WTF moments”. Such complaints reflect poorly

on institutions.

Disappointment with assessment indicates external assessors/examiners are insufficiently briefed on
the distinctiveness of professional doctorates: “The moment I read my report, I knew they did not ‘get’
professional practice—a real WTF moment”. At journey’s end, a learner experienced loss of identity:
“My assessment was not positive. When I rewrote, I thought they wanted me to rip the soul out of my
writing. I literally gave up my voice”. Narratives of disjuncture between traditional PhDs and

professional doctorates are a significant ‘hindrances’ strand, deserving of their own study.

CONCLUSIONS

The evidence from graduates of professional doctorates is important as the sentiments resonate with
candidates on such doctoral journeys. There are learnings about how transformation is experienced at
macro and micro levels. The former involves reflection-on-action; the latter memory of reflection-in-
action (Schon, 1983). Critical reflection remains a focus for understanding how transformation occurs in
professional doctorates, underscoring its centrality to their heutagogy (Boud et al., 2020). Micro-level
transformations occur in reflection on moments of experience, and they relate to individuals’” goals for
professionalism. The process involves being, and coming to belong and become through doing
(Wilcock, 1998). Coming-to-belong to professional communities catalyzes moments of coming-to-know
and ameliorates dilemmas. The voices in this study, to quote Mishler (2006), show “how conscious and

reflective persons re-present and re-story their memories of events and experiences” (p. 36).

The project of acquiring doctoral identity ties to self-determination and agency (Hramiak, 2017). In
retrospect, graduates remember micro-traumas as deeply as positive critical incidents that contribute to
transformation. The role of having the right support (collaborators, mentors, examiners) is key for
learners seeking empowerment and agency through work-based doctorates. The importance of the
situatedness of work-based learning is also stressed (Boylen et al., 2023). However, the hindrances
impeding transformational potential suggest a huge need for improvement at organizational levels
(Aldaheff-Jones, 2012).

o]

i\ Clare Dannenberg, Jenny Fleming & Karsten E. Zegwaard \ "

\\ \ w A c E Combined Refereed Proceedings of the 6th WACE International & -

\ \\ Rl atbon asd Research Symposium, on Cooperative and Work-Integrated Education Work-Integrated Learning New Zealand
- smsiarb Sotplriichoiod and the WILNZ Annual Conference, Auckland, 2026 Tuia te ako, tuia te mahi, tuia te ara whaihua &



The journey of and through transformation is unconventional and therein lies its challenges. Critically
speaking, transformation is not linear, so this paper concludes with a narrative of recovery from visceral

pain from a learner striving for doctoral transformation:

When I got over the hump...trying to have to dig out the glass and the daggers and OH God, it was so
awful. It physically hurt. And then it was incredible. And I was released...happier and healed...fresh

and unencumbered.
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INTRODUCTION

Quality Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) relies on sustained, mutually beneficial relationships between
stakeholders (Fleming et al., 2018; Lasrado et al,, 2023). Yet, research methodologies to evaluate WIL
quality of practice may not encourage responsive and collaborative input across all stakeholders equally
(Fleming & Zegwaard, 2018). This paper, through reflective practice methodology (Schon, 1983),
explores the strengths and limitations of the Delphi methodology as it is used to evaluate the efficacy of
a trauma-informed wellbeing model across WIL stakeholders. This involves simultaneously surfacing

tacit understandings, criticizing them, restructuring them, and then experimenting with new framings.

The model under evaluation, the Proximity Trauma Impact Model for Work-Integrated Learning
(PTIM-WIL) (Dannenberg et al., 2025), actively centers the student experience and key WIL
relationships among students, students' peer community, the higher education institution (HEI), and
workplace partners (Jisc, 2021). The model also integrates institutional WIL supports, including specific
provisions for students who have experienced trauma (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration, 2014). Underpinning our testing of the model is a modified Delphi study design
(Malkawi et al., 2023), adopted as an iterative and inclusive process to gain consensus from experts on
elements of the PTIM-WIL model to inform the creation of training materials used to enable trauma-
informed support for all WIL stakeholders. Utilizing the reflection-in-action component of Schon’s
methodology, this paper interrogates the challenges inherent in the Delphi process that is current and
ongoing in the PTIM-WIL research, with particular attention to the selection and criteria for the expert
panelists (Malkawai et al., 2023).

LITERATURE REVIEW AND BACKGROUND

A critical aspect of the Delphi technique is the identification and selection of the panel (Hasson et al.,
2025). The composition of this panel is shaped by the specific purpose of the study, and the process of
selecting panelists has been described as “...one of the most sensitive steps in the Delphi technique”
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(Malkawai et al., 2023, p. 782). Sitlington and Coetzer (2015) found that it is particularly advantageous
to recruit individuals with a strong sense of professional identity, as such panelists are more invested
and likely to remain committed throughout the multiple rounds. This study has actively taken onboard

this advice in this selection.

Expertise can be understood as the involvement of individuals directly engaged in the work (Sitlington
& Cortzer, 2015). Giannarou and Zervas (2014) emphasize selecting knowledgeable individuals whose
contributions yield “high quality responses,” rather than relying on a representative sample (Shang,
2023). Others argue that heterogeneity within the expert panel is equally critical, as it ensures a broad
spectrum of perspectives (Simmons et al., 2023). Jorm (2015) cautions that while diversity is valuable, it
must be balanced with relevant expertise. Expert panels may be identified through several criteria,
including:

e specialized knowledge demonstrated by advanced academic achievement and quality peer-

reviewed publications (Martin & Manley, 2018);

¢ identification of experts from scoping reviews (Barraclough et al., 2024);

e professional roles directly related to the subject matter (Noordink et al., 2023);

e membership in special interest groups (Sitlington & Coetzer, 2015);

e professional networks (Robbrecht et al., 2022);

e educational engagement in work-integrated learning (Causby et al., 2023);

e end-user experience (Causby et al., 2023); and

e geographical diversity (Spranger et al., 2022).

There is additional debate regarding appropriate Delphi panel size. A review of Delphi studies in health
sciences indicates that the average number of participants in the first round is approximately 40
(Neiderberger & Spranger, 2020). For multistakeholder Delphi surveys, a minimum sample size of 60—
80 participants has been recommended to ensure a high level of replicability in the results (Manayara
et al., 2024).

The modified Delphi applied in this study differs in at least two ways from its counterpart: (1) the
modified Delphi can reduce the total number of iterations required and consequently lowers both time
and cost burdens; and, (2) the modified Delphi approach does not impose a standard criterion for
consensus and affords researchers discretion over how to design and conduct the investigation, making
it a more flexible choice (Sitlington & Coetzer, 2015). The methodological approach is designed to

capture a convergence of perspectives while accommodating diversity of opinion.

This approach ostensibly enables the capture of the complexity and nuance across six conditional
elements of the PTIM-WIL model such as safety, transparency, empowerment, and cultural/gender
considerations, through the authentic perspectives of the stakeholders. These elements reach deeply
into stakeholder experience, extending beyond the limited scope of satisfaction surveys and student

evaluation of the WIL experience.
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METHODOLOGY

As noted in the introduction, guiding this analysis is Schon’s (1983) Reflection in Practice methodology.
While there are three core components to the methods, knowledge-in-action, reflection-in-action and
reflection-on-action, it is the third of these which supports the goals of this paper: the ability to
retrospectively observe and review the practice that can lead to reframing of practice. By reflecting as
the model is tested, the analysis operates in what Schon (1983: 62) refers to as the action present, which

is the time frame in which the action may still be influenced.

This critical, simultaneous process of evaluation means there is active reflection at each iteration of the
Delphi procedure on the efficacy of engagement with students, educators and workplace partners as
core stakeholders in WIL activities. In sum, in evaluating a process of evaluative engagement with
stakeholders, applying a lens of reflection encourages systematicity as the study makes the implicit

explicit, critique findings and try new options.

DISCUSSION
Tacit Understandings

Through the Delphi technique, the study relies on key stakeholder perceptions of the PTIM-WIL model,
with the aim of developing trauma-informed and responsive materials that inform stakeholders (i.e.,
students, university partners, and WIL organizational partners) to support trauma-informed WIL
practice. Data collection occurs across three rounds of open-ended surveys. The initial round consists
of discursive, open-ended questions, allowing expert panelists to articulate their views and share
practical experiences related to trauma-informed support strategies and resources for enhancing WIL

experiences:

(1) What are the key components of trauma-informed support that may be implemented by
community and industry stakeholders as they engage with students in work-integrated learning

(WIL) experiences, leading towards sustainable wellbeing and educational parity?

(2) What are the student support strategies already in place within community and industry

work-integrated partnerships that are successful to help inform trauma-responsive support?

(3) What work-integrated learning pastoral care and trauma-informed practices can help support

community and industry partners as they interact with students in their workplace?

(4) What strategies foster collaborative and mutual beneficial partnerships in the trauma-

informed support of students engaged in WIL?

(5) What are the strategies within the work-integrated partnerships that support Maori and
Pacific university students to be successful in their WIL learning (e.g., cultural and language

practices, affinity communities in the workplace)?

(6) How can work-integrated learning partners support university students who may have
additional needs (e.g., neurodiverse students, disabled students, gender diverse students, and

students from low-income households)?
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Critique and Restructure

In light of these research questions and with the aspiration to offer parity across stakeholder groups,
expert panel selection has become a critical decision that requires deep thought, especially in the
sensitive and complex area of trauma. In the abstract, selection of WIL stakeholder experts has seemed
straightforward, as nurturing stakeholder relationships is a known aspect of quality WIL delivery
(McRae, et al., 2018). However, several new considerations are surfacing, related to the expert selection

criteria in the context of these research questions:

¢ Questions 1,3, and 4 suggest that experts should have baseline trauma literacy to start. Should

trauma-awareness be a prerequisite for participation as an expert?

¢ Questions 5 and 6 foreground the need for experts to have demonstrated commitment to equity,
particularly for those priority groups listed. Should experts be initially screened for cultural

competency and inclusive workplace practices?

e Question 5 especially raises tikanga whenua (Maori) and Pacific cultural values as a dimension

of support. Should criteria assess stakeholder cultural and language proficiency?

e Questions 2,3, and 4 imply that WIL stakeholders take on quasi-pastoral roles. Should experts

be assessed as to their mentorship capabilities?

e Question 1 implies that selection should favor experts oriented toward long-term student
outcomes rather than short-term productivity. Should there be screening for stakeholder who

invest in student success as opposed to those seeking labor or reputational benefit?

e Question 6 signals that selection should favor experts that understand the intersectionality of
capabilities and vulnerabilities. Should experts be identified based on their ability to

demonstrate flexible support capabilities?

e Opverall, there is an overarching tension across all 6 questions that needs resolving in the action
present, namely the conflict between selecting experts by way of excluding those who do not fit
the above considerations or selecting those who have developmental potential to invest in
building capacity.

Reframing

Informed by the context of the above considerations and the ensuing tension for expert selection, the
research is now reconfiguring to align with developmental criteria that identifies the expert stakeholder
from a “broad church” of characteristics. This pivot aligns with Ferns, et al. (2025) and others who
describe the WIL stakeholder roles as collaborative, reciprocal, authentic, and relational, all implying

developmental and not exclusive factors. Following in Table 1, the modified Delphi expert panel

selection criteria have been reframed in this context.
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TABLE 1: Selection criteria for determining panel expert selection for Delphi study

WIL Organization Experts

University Partner Experts

University Student Experts

Identified as partners engaged in

WIL placements

Current engagement determined
through the existing database of
university WIL partners who have

been regularly active since 2022

Partners established as they have
shown to have reoccurring student
placements within the last two

years

Partners represent a range of
types (e.g., private, public, iwi,
trusts, incorporated society, non-

governmental organizations)

Partners representative from
across university WIL disciplines
where WIL is a component of a

course for academic credits

Individuals representing the
partnership organization are
identified by university WIL
leadership team as those experts
that have professional expertise,
strong professional identity, and

leadership experience.

The number of different partners
selected represent the diversity
and number of WIL placements
throughout the different faculties

at the university

Identified as the lead or senior

manager within the department

Academic experts inside and
outside of the university identified
through their knowledge of WIL.
Through publication in peer-
reviewed journals, membership of
international academic
organizations, teaching and
research in the field of WIL.

University student support service
teams (e.g., Akonga Maori, Pacific
Development Team, Rainbow
Student Support, Student Care,
Academic Skills, Student
Advisors)

Academic experts - WIL
coordinators within each of the

Faculties University leadership

Academic experts (two within the
university and two international

experts outside the university)

Identified as completing a
university WIL placement-based
course between 2nd year
undergraduate or postgraduate
study

Students must have completed a

WIL course in the last two years

There is no grade point average
(GPA) requirement to be selected

Individuals will be drawn from
the different faculties at the

university.

The university academic leads
(e.g., program coordinators) will

nominate students.

In this reframed version, the expert panel is currently composed of 74 Work-Integrated Learning (WIL)

organization experts, 36 university partner experts, and 65 university student experts.
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CONCLUSION

Given that reciprocity and collaboration are foundational to trauma-informed practice, it has been
essential that the methodological approach for the PTIM-WIL model mirror these relational values. The
Delphi method has been selected because it enables a reciprocal exchange of ideas and supports
collaborative engagement without imposing hierarchy, allowing participants to evaluate the model
through the lens of their own practice-based values. Its iterative and anonymous structure purportedly
creates psychological safety, encourages reflection, and facilitates the inclusion of key stakeholder
groups within the tripartite of WIL. Interrogating the expert panel selection criteria by activating
knowledge-in-practice has allowed this study to ensure that it deeply considers the implications that
the criteria will have on the practical outcomes from the conceptual model. This reflection-in-action has
led the study thus far in a direction that is inclusive, developmental, and shows parity across the expert

categories, reflecting the balance of stakeholder contribution to the WIL experience.
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Reciprocal mentoring relationships in co-operative education:
Industry partner and university student perspectives

CORINNA BARTUCCI
Thompson Rivers University, Kamloops, Canada

INTRODUCTION

Work-integrated learning (WIL) and co-operative education (co-op) are valued for connecting academic
study with professional practice. Mentorship, which is typically support from a more experienced
individual, often shapes co-op learning through onboarding, career advice, and feedback that support
student growth (McDonald & Wilson-Mah, 2022; Wang et al., 2023). However, mentorship is often
framed as one-way. Reciprocal mentoring emphasizes two-way learning and knowledge exchange that
benefits both individuals, yet reciprocity is rarely defined or examined in co-op research, which tends
to focus on student outcomes over industry partner benefits (Drewery et al., 2025; Fifolt, 2006; Harvey
et al., 2009). This study explores reciprocal mentoring between students and industry partners in co-op,
conceptualizing reciprocity as dyadic exchange where both learn and benefit (Harvey et al.,, 2009). It
aims to inform co-op practice by clarifying how mentorship can be better supported within co-op

programs.

LITERATURE REVIEW

WIL and co-op are rooted in educational theories that prioritize learning through experience and
reflection. Dewey (1938) argued that experience becomes educative through structure and reflection.
Kolb (1984) framed learning as a cycle of experience, reflection, and action. Mentoring is frequently
positioned as a key relational condition, yet early definitions remain largely hierarchical, despite
evidence that support can also be reciprocal (Kram 1983; Kram & Isabella, 1985; Levinson et al., 1978).
In higher education, mentoring definitions remain inconsistent and reciprocity is often assumed rather
than defined or measured (Jacobi, 1991).

This gap matters in WIL because learning is inherently interactive. As Bandura (1977) described,
development reflects mutual influence among personal factors, behavior, and environment. Krumboltz
et al. (1976) emphasized learning through real-world experiences and consequences. Recent studies
suggest reciprocity as possible through co-created knowledge, reflection, and mentor benefits such as
intellectual stimulation and professional reward (Baumber et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2023). Overall, the
literature tends to imply reciprocity more than evaluating it, leaving a need for WIL research that
explicitly defines, examines, and measures reciprocal mentoring from both student and industry

partner perspectives.
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RESEARCH DESIGN

This study examined reciprocity in co-op mentoring by incorporating perspectives from students and

industry partners. It was guided by the following research questions:
1. Under what conditions are mentoring relationships reciprocal?

a. How do university students and industry partners define mentorship within co-op

programs, and what similarities or differences exist between their perspectives?

b. To what extent are mentoring relationships in co-op perceived as reciprocal, and what

factors contribute to or hinder reciprocity?

A convergent mixed methods design integrated quantitative and qualitative data (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). The study was conducted within co-op programs at Thompson Rivers University. It included
students who completed at least one co-op work term since May 2024 and industry partners who hosted
at least one co-op student since May 2024. Ethics approval was obtained for this research (File #104343).

Participants were recruited by email and completed online surveys (multiple-choice and 5-point Likert-
type items) and optional semi-structured Zoom interviews. Parallel student and industry partner
instruments were designed for cross-group comparison. Of 170 invited students and 134 invited
industry partners, 21 students and 21 industry partners completed surveys. Of the survey participants,
10 students and four industry partners completed interviews. Survey data was analyzed descriptively,
interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis, and findings were integrated through side-by-side

comparison and joint displays (Braun & Clarke, 2021).

FINDINGS

Analysis of the student and industry partner data produced seven themes:
1. Communication between student and mentor
2. Student initiative and positive contributions to the workplace
3. Institutional responsibility in the mentoring relationship
4. Personal and professional development of students and mentors
5. Approachability of mentor and coworkers
6. Mentor investment in student development
7. Variety and flexibility in the student role

Communication between Student and Mentor

Students emphasized the importance of frequent, clear, feedback-oriented communication in
mentorship. Industry partners highlighted early expectation-setting, aligned communication styles, and
constructive feedback, though time constraints sometimes reduced consistency. Within the surveys,
14/21 students reported receiving regular feedback or check-ins with mentors and 21/21 industry

partners reported providing regular feedback or check-ins with students. In an interview, one student
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noted, “what I learned in my co-op is that my mentor was always supporting me, always available for

me, always also, like, setting weekly meetings.”

Student Initiative and Positive Contributions to the Workplace

Students described proactively seeking guidance, identifying improvements, and contributing ideas to
the workplace. Industry partners valued students” energy and “student lens” as a source of fresh
perspectives. Within the surveys, 21/21 students agreed they contributed valuable insights to their
organization and 16/21 industry partners agreed that students contributed valuable insights. As one
industry partner explained in an interview, “I always find having co-op students, they come with such
great ideas and fresh perspectives. Having that student voice and perspective, it just makes our work

better, I think it just strengthens the work overall.”

Institutional Responsibility in the Mentoring Relationship

Students reported uneven institutional support and wanted clearer mentorship guidance, more
consistent check-ins, and stronger structures for addressing challenges. Industry partners requested
practical tools and more communication with the university’s co-op practitioners. Survey findings show
that 13/21 students felt the university’s co-op department provided clear structures for facilitating
mentorship, while 12/21 industry partners felt supported by the co-op department in developing
effective mentoring relationships. One industry partner mentioned in an interview, “I think more clarity

[is needed] for the managers as to how they can support the student.”

Personal and Professional Development of Students and Mentors

Students reported growth in skills, confidence, and professional identity through real-world learning
and feedback during the mentorship. Industry partners described development, including better
understanding early-career needs and refining mentoring practices. In the surveys, 20/21 students
noticed personal and professional growth by the end of the work term and 16/21 industry partners
reported learning new perspectives or skills from mentoring co-op students. In an interview, one
industry partner discussed, “not only did [students] grow and learn, but [the co-op mentorship]

transformed my own learning and understanding of how we work with students.”

Approachability of Mentor and Coworkers

Students mentioned approachable mentors made it easier to ask questions and increased their sense of
belonging within the organization. Industry partners described being intentional, using open-door
norms, providing regular check-ins, and supportive communication. Survey findings showed that 19/21
students and 19/21 industry partners agreed that co-op mentorship helps build stronger relationships
between students and mentors. In an interview, one student described, “[my mentor is] always there

for me. Even when they’re busy, they make time for me, which is something I really appreciate.”

Mentor Investment in Student Development

Students and industry partners viewed mentor investment as tailored opportunities, structured
learning, and guidance that builds independence and career clarity. Within the surveys, 21/21 students

reported personal fulfilment from contributing to the workplace, and 19/21 industry partners reported
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personal fulfilment from mentoring co-op students. One student discussed in an interview, “the
conversation I had with [my mentor], I wasn’t sure about my future, after I graduate, and they really

guided me. They really pushed me to work in an environment where I am happy.”

Variety and Flexibility in the Student Role

Students valued autonomy, creativity, and varied tasks as drivers of motivation and skill growth.
Industry partners described flexibility as guided and revisited through goals and check-ins as interests
evolve. In an interview, one student mentioned, “[my mentor’s] like, be creative, do whatever you wish
to do, and that’s just so powerful that I have the power to create the content or any reports or anything

or any design on my own.”

DISCUSSION

The findings indicate that co-op mentoring relationships were highly reciprocal, reflected in two-way
exchange and shared growth. Student and industry partners contributed meaningfully and reported
growth, aligning with Round (2021) who described reciprocal mentoring as a non-hierarchical, two-way
learning relationship. This also aligns with Harvey et al. (2009), who framed reciprocity as dyadic
knowledge exchange, something participants of this study demonstrated through shared feedback and
mutual learning. As Bandura (1977) discussed, self-efficacy strengthens through experiences,
encouragement, and supportive social contexts. The findings showing increased student confidence,
skills, and career clarity reflect this process. As well, students brought fresh perspectives and
implemented tangible workplace improvements, as Pazur Anic¢ic and Divjak (2022) suggested industry

partners anticipate in WIL.

For industry partners, they did not only provide support, but they adapted and developed. As Smith et
al. (2006) explained, mentors often refine their mentoring practices over time. The findings similarly
showed industry partners becoming more intentional through structured check-ins, clearer
communication, and calibrated autonomy for students. Additionally, mentor fulfilment and student
pride reflected in the findings align with supervisor satisfaction and “inner rewards” noted in recent
studies (Drewery & Pretti, 2025; Wang et al., 2023).

Defining Reciprocal Mentoring Relationships in Co-op

Building on the findings of this study, a definition of reciprocal mentoring relationships and a
Reciprocal Engagement and Mentorship in Co-op Systems (REAMICS) Model was developed. These
provide a usable guide for how students, industry partners, and the institution can initiate, sustain, and

benefit from mentoring within co-op contexts.

A reciprocal mentoring relationship, within co-op, is a mutually beneficial partnership in which a
student and an industry partner exchange knowledge, feedback, and responsibility. The student brings
initiative, new perspectives and ideas, and positive contributions to workplace projects, while the
mentor provides consistent guidance and support, approachability, and personalized learning
opportunities. The institution scaffolds this two-way process by supplying resources and structured

touchpoints to clarify expectations, sustain mutual learning and growth, and support the resolution of
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challenges. When enacted effectively, the relationship advances students’ skills, confidence, and career
clarity and strengthens industry partners’ mentoring and leadership capacity, professional

development, and understanding of early-career needs.

Overview of the REAMICS Model

In the REAMICS model, as shown in Figure 1, students, industry partners, and the institution each
contribute to initiating and sustaining the mentoring relationship, which in turn produces mutual

benefits for both students and industry partners.

FIGURE 1: Reciprocal engagement and mentorship in co-op systems (REAMICS) model

Industry Partners Industry Partners

Improved leadership and mentoring skills and overall
professional development

Frequent and open communication with student (e.g., one-
on-ones/check-ins, onboarding, feedback, etc.)
Refined workplace processes and structures based on
learning through students and mentoring

Investment in student learning by personalizing opportunities
(e.g., offering variety/flexibility to meet student interests)
Increased understanding of early-career professionals’
needs

Being approachable and accessible (e.g., encouragement,
open-door policy, available for support, etc.)

Institution
Resources for facilitating mentorship (e.g., written guides,
workshops, initial meeting to plan mentorship, etc.) Mentoring Mutual
Consistent and meaningful contact with mentor and stuqant Relationship Benefits
(e.g., one-on-ones with mentor and student, group check-ins,

conversations about progress and reflections in mentorship,
etc.)

Students

Showing initiative (e.g., asking questions, communicating
goals and interests, willingness to learn, etc.)

Students
Gained relevant experience in field

Growth in field-specific knowledge and skills

Contributing new knowledge, ideas, and skills Strengthened confidence, self-efficacy, reflective practice

Improving company processes and providing feedback for

organization Clarity in career and professional goals

Limitations and Future Research

For limitations, data collection started in April 2025, which was a busy time for students (final exams)
and industry partners (preparing for the summer season). This likely contributed to the low survey and
interview participation rates. Future studies should further test and refine the REAMICS model in

different contexts to assess how well it explains and supports reciprocal mentoring in co-op and WIL.

CONCLUSION

This study examined reciprocity in mentoring relationships within co-op contexts. The findings showed
mentoring was strongly reciprocal. Students experienced growth and career insight, while industry
partners reported new perspectives and development. A definition of reciprocal mentoring
relationships and the REAMICS Model was introduced, outlining how students, industry partners, and
the institution contribute to mutual benefit. Reciprocity was strengthened when students acted
proactively, industry partners communicated consistently and offered tailored learning, and

institutions provided clear supports. By articulating a clear definition and model for reciprocal
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mentoring within co-op, this study offers a practical pathway for designing mentoring relationships

where students and industry partners learn and benefit.

REFERENCES

Bandura, A. (1977). Social learning theory. Prentice-Hall.

Baumber, A., Kligyte, G., Pratt, S., Melvold, J., Allen, L., Bowdler, B., Hunte, B. L., Buck, A., & Key, T. (2024). Wisdom on all
sides: Reciprocal partnerships in transdisciplinary project-based work-integrated learning. International Journal of Work-
Integrated Learning, 25(2), 215- 233. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/E]1432579.pdf

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2021). One size fits all? What counts as quality practice in (reflexive) thematic analysis? Qualitative
Research in Psychology, 18(3), 328-352. https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1769238

Creswell, J. & Creswell, J. (2018). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches (5th ed.). Sage
Publications.

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. MacMillan.

Drewery, D., & Pretti, T. J. (2025). Learners or workers? Supervisors’ views on co-operative education students’ roles.
International Journal of Work-Integrated Learning, 26(3), 539-557. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=E]1483079

Drewery, D., Truong, M., & Fannon, A. (2025). How should work-integrated learning supervisors support their students? A
concurrent triangulated mixed-method study. Higher Education Research & Development, 44(5), 1094-1110.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2025.2486178

Fifolt, M. M. (2006). Students’ perceptions of mentoring in a university cooperate education program [Doctoral dissertation, University
of Alabama at Birmingham]. ERIC.

Harvey, M., McIntyre, N., Thompson Heames, ]., & Moeller, M. (2009). Mentoring global female managers in the global
marketplace: traditional, reverse, and reciprocal mentoring. The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 20(6),
1344-1361. https://doi.org/10.1080/09585190902909863

Jacobi, M. (1991). Mentoring and undergraduate academic success: A literature review. Review of Educational Research, 61(4), 505—
532. https://www jstor.org/stable/1170575

Kolb, D. (1984). Experiential learning. Experience as the source of learning and development. Prentice Hall.

Kram, K. E. (1983). Phases of the mentor relationship. Academy of Management Journal, 26(4), 608—625.
https://www jstor.org/stable/255910

Kram, K. E., & Isabella, L. A. (1985). Mentoring alternatives: The role of peer relationships in career development. Acadeny of
Management Journal, 28(1), 110-132. https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1985-21612-001

Krumboltz, J. D., Mitchell, A. M., & Jones, G. B. (1976). A social learning theory of career selection. The Counseling Psychologist,
6(1), 71-81. https://doi.org/10.1177/001100007600600117

Levinson, D. J., Darrow, C. N., Klein, E. B., Levinson, M. A., & McKee, B. (1978). Seasons of a man’s life. Knopf.

McDonald, M., & Wilson-Mah, R. (2022). The role of mentorship in internships. Papers on Postsecondary Learning and Teaching, 5,
42-50. https://doi.org/10.11575/pplt.v51.73268

Pazur Anicic, K., & Divjak, B. (2022). Work-integrated learning in higher education: Student, teacher and employer motivation
and expectations. International Journal of Work-Integrated Learning, 23(1), 49-64.
https://www .ijwil.org/files/IJWIL_23_1 49 64.pdf

Round, S. (2021). Can reciprocal mentoring as a progressive tool contribute to creating shared understanding of women’s career
equality challenges?. International Journal of Evidence Based Coaching and Mentoring, 15, 260-269.
https://doi.org/10.24384/a7fa-5w16

Smith, R., Mackay, D., Challis, D., & Holt, D. (2006). Seeking industry perspectives to enhance experiential education in
university-industry partnerships: Going beyond mere assumptions. Asia-Pacific Journal of Cooperative Education, 7(2), 1-9.
https://www.ijwil.org/files/APJCE_07_2_1_9.pdf

Wang, ., Gill, C.,, & Lee, K. H. (2023). Effective mentoring in a work-integrated learning (WIL) program. Journal of Teaching in
Travel & Tourism, 23(1), 20-38. https://doi.org/10.1080/15313220.2022.2056561

R\ Clare Dannenberg, Jenny Fleming & Karsten E. Zegwaard \\'
\\ \\ w A c E Combined Refereed Proceedings of the 6th WACE International 19
\\\ sihnciigsooperetivenid Research Symposium, on Cooperative and Work-Integrated Education Work-Integrated Learning New Zealand

work-integrated education and the WILNZ Annual Conference, Auckland, 2026 Tuia te ako, tuia te mahi, tuia te ara whaihua &



Running surveys, seeing systems, and dwelling on shores:
Metaphor as method in work-integrated learning research
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INTRODUCTION

Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) is inherently reflective — akonga learn through reflection on their
practice. At higher levels of learning, WIL learners are researchers deeply embedded in their contexts.
They are working in conditions of uncertainty, shifting technologies, evolving professional identities
(Billett, 2009; Gherardi, 2012) and are necessarily insiders (Mann et al., 2024). The questions that matter
incorporate multidimensionality, messiness, ambiguity and wickedness. We need to provide learners

with navigation tools for these messy lowlands (Schon, 1995).

This paper explores the question, how can metaphor as method support learning in the messy lowlands
of WIL? We suggest metaphor as method expands WIL approaches to revealing emergent conceptual
theory-practice nuances, as well as sharpening our attention to metaphors in use, to think with, and as

metaphors of change (Saglietti, Brabant, & Holmén, 2025).

In this paper, three WIL researchers reflect on metaphor as method within their practice: Peter’s running
surveys help him navigate vocational education in era of AL; Sam’s seeing systems highlights the never-
ending process of meaning-making; and Ruth’s dwelling on shores explore a deepening ethical and
relational becoming with place. The three reflections are ordered to represent increasing levels of

metaphoric abstraction but also of increasing embodiment.

METAPHOR AS METHOD
Running Surveys: Positioning the Unknown from the Unknown

My contribution to this paper comes from my doctoral work in vocational education during the era of
Al using the metaphor of the running survey as both a way of thinking and a way of researching. A
running survey is a coastal charting practice: you do not stand on a stable hill and “capture” the
landscape. You chart from a moving vessel, taking repeated bearings on landmarks that come in and
out of view, and you redraw as conditions shift. The method begins with an honest admission: my
position is never neutral, and my knowledge is always partial. That partiality is not a weakness to be
corrected; it is the condition of responsible knowing, because it keeps location, implication, and

accountability in view (Haraway, 1988).
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Within work-integrated learning, this matters because practitioners do not research from the outside.
We are inside the work, shaped by institutional currents, technological change, and layered identities
that move across contexts and roles. The running survey offers a disciplined way to inquire from within
that movement. It treats professional practice research not as a hunt for a final map, but as a sequence
of provisional charts that show where we are, what we can see from here, and what has shifted since
the last bearing. This makes the method well-suited to WIL contexts that are multidimensional, messy,
and ethically alive, where sense-making must remain connected to doing, and where inquiry is

inseparable from the practitioner’s ongoing becoming (Billett, 2009; Costley, 2018; Gherardi, 2012).

In practice, I use the running survey through a cycle of (1) reflective journalling and narrative vignettes,
(2) artefact-based mapping, and (3) iterative rewriting as a way of thinking. Writing is not simply a
record of what I already know; it is a method for working into what is not yet clear, and for noticing the
metaphors that are quietly steering decisions, policy, and pedagogy (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005). In
this sense, the running survey aligns with Lakoff and Johnson’s argument that metaphors are not
decorative language, but conceptual structures that shape how we think and act (Lakoff & Johnson,
2003).

The “landmarks” I take bearings on are emergent and contested: the human zone in education, co-
agency with Al shifting knowledge practices, and the ethical question of whose stories are being told
when practice is narrated from within. Each landmark is revisited over time through new bearings, not
to stabilize it prematurely, but to make visible how it is changing, what it reveals, and what it hides.
The outcome is a set of partial, provisional maps that do not claim completeness, but do offer something
valuable for WIL researchers: a way to locate metaphors at work, track their narrative effects, and

deliberately craft alternative metaphors that open up different possibilities for practice.

Seeing Systems

Some people see more colors, others claim to see smells. I see systems. If I look at a forest, I "see" the
flows of water, nutrients, energy, all flowing as if superimposed on the visual representation. In a built
area I see flows of people, traffic, information. Like long exposure photographs of traffic at night -
streaming ribbons of white and red, but for the elements that make up our lived environments -
physical, natural, cultural. I see landscapes as geological lava flows, forests as moving breathing
blankets, braided rivers not as just where the water happens to be now, but dynamically owning the

whole plain. I don't need Augmented Reality - I'm waiting for it to catch up with me.

I can't, of course, see these flows. Maybe it is my training as a biogeographer, the diagrams from first
year textbooks, freed from the pages to superimpose themselves on the world. But for me, this is seeing
metaphorically, because what I am perceiving is not the world as it presents immediately and visually,
but the world interpreted through borrowed structures, models, and analogies that help me make sense
of complexity or to see the complexity hidden beneath the surface. I am not claiming a superpower here.
I know that others see the unseen according to their profession and training — my doctor friends tell me
they can “see” the bones of a person they see limping, and our builder seems to know (miraculously to

me) exactly where the studs are in our house.
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My use of metaphor in research is shaped less by the metaphors I arrive at than by the act of searching
for them. If I look at a forest, the flows are there, sometimes as rhizomes (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987),
sometimes as forest ecosemiotic relations (Maran, 2020), as Cynefin sensemaking dynamics (Snowden,
2010), or as an estuary where uncertainty is the norm (Snowden, 2024). I wish I could, but I can't see the
three-dimensional flights paths that birds must see. The value is in searching through these visual
reference libraries of understanding, adapting them to what I am experiencing and what I imagine

others (including non-humans) to be experiencing.

This multi-dimensional and dynamic orientation is reflected in my work in participatory modelling,
where the value of the work lies in shared exploration rather than in the final model artefact. In that
tradition, the conversations, hesitations, revisions, assumptions exposed, and discarded ideas are not

preliminary steps to the “real” work. They are the work.

A significant part of my practice, particularly in my professional practice mentoring role, involves
making diagrams in real-time as learners talk through the issues they are facing as they develop critical
and creative responses to workplace challenges. Often this begins with an insightful comment captured
as a simple sketch, sometimes no more than a stick figure with a speech-bubble. From there, I look for
the other actors, the relationships between them, the forces and tensions at play and connections to
theoretical underpinnings. As soon as the sketch is shared - preferably on a whiteboard (or more
challengingly, online) - it becomes collaborative. We surface shared understandings, question
assumptions, and explore areas of uncertainty. It is important not to get wedded to that first metaphor
however, that is one understanding, what other explanations are there? Each metaphor briefly
illuminates certain features while obscuring others, and this oscillation deepens understanding.
Occasionally the diagram evolves into a key model within the research, but more often its value lies in
what it enables along the way. In a paper or presentation, the diagram usually appears as a multistage
build, often with elements that aren't in the final image, but useful along the way in building the
narrative - setting up dimensions, establishing a scale or direction of growth. Crucially, my diagrams,
even in published work, are not snapshots of final understanding. They represent a midpoint in
explanation. Their purpose is generative rather than definitive - what does this tell us when we twist it

this way? how can we break it?

This habit extends to my reading practice as well. If an author has not provided a diagram, I find myself

drawing one for them as a way of thinking with the text.

In both my research and teaching, metaphor functions as a probe rather than a destination. The act of
reaching for metaphors forces assumptions to the surface, reveals tensions, and opens up alternative
ways of seeing a problem. The final metaphor may be memorable or communicatively useful, but it is
the restless movement between metaphors that generates insight. In this sense, metaphor seeking is a
method of inquiry, not a stylistic flourish, and the process of collective sense-making matters more than

the metaphor that survives at the end.
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Duwelling on Shorelines, Learning with the Beach

FIGURE 1: Learning with the beach, Jan 2026

This is a love story. I live at a wonderful wild beach. One day there was some freshly washed up bull
kelp with stunningly beautiful velvety tapered trunks. I take the kelp home to draw.

I woke up the next day knowing this is not right. There is a light drizzle as I take the kelp, walking on
soft ground, back to the sea. This changes me. Expands me. I have many questions. I question my art
school training, where we drew only human bodies. I question my habit to follow process and wonder

what else I am taking.

On the beach kelp moves about, clumping, softening, in complex relationships, sustaining life. I draw,
and I draw, and I draw. Everything is interconnected, and I am too. Water touches water, seaweed
stretches, holes hold, and tracks are everywhere (Mann & Myers, 2024). This is a fierce love (Shotwell,

2016) of nourishment and responsibility.

Latta’s (2013) aesthetic play encourages relational metaphors, and involves dwelling in process, time,
place and with communities, informing shifts in thinking, and new and enlarged ways of seeing (Myers
& Mitchell, 2024). Reflection takes time (Rodgers, 2002). I learn about relational interconnectedness and
situatedness (Haraway, 1988; de La Bellacasa, 2012) learning with the beach.

The gulls are hungry, and I recognize the need for activism (Haraway & Goodeve, 2018) A thread of
reflective practice often overlooked in education, experimentation and action (Rodgers, 2002).

Learning with is unruly, fraught, unfinished. It is, space for the shy lizard (Barad, 2007) and the nuts
and seeds (Le Guin, 2019), it is the story of roses in storytellers’ gardens and vast frozen workrooms

(Solnit, 2021), it is returning seaweed to the beach, and asking what is care here? (de La Bellacasa, 2017).
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Learning with is noticing (Tsing, 2015) ecological thinking and “epistemic responsibility” (Code, 2006,
p- 13). Partial mappings locate us ontologically in wider scenes. We as knower are changed (Garrison,
2013). This is a wider sense of learning with.

IMPLICATIONS
FIGURE 2: Think like a bird not like a computer

Across our reflections we share an approach to metaphor as method. The details of our practices vary,
but have in common the understanding that our knowledge is always situated and incomplete. This
partiality is not a weakness to be corrected but the condition of responsible inquiry. Metaphor as method
supports learning with, in, and for the unknown, enabling forms of sense-making that remain connected

to doing, becoming, and the ethical stakes of practice.

In WIL we always find ourselves in changing environments. But what is less recognized is the instability
of our vantage points. We move with shifting technologies, institutional currents, place-based
entanglements, and evolving professional identities. Metaphors such as the running survey, seeing
systems, generative diagramming, and learning with the beach do not resolve this uncertainty. Instead,
they help us work with it.

We encourage WIL researchers to treat metaphor as a critical practice that shapes what can be seen,
said, and done. This also involves redrawing with responsibility, treating mapping as ethical and
relational work. When metaphors are approached this way, they become probes that surface
assumptions, reveal tensions, and open alternative possibilities for action. The point is not to arrive at

the one right metaphor, but to sustain a practice of metaphor-seeking and metaphor-crafting that
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supports accountable, imaginative responses to the complex worlds WIL research is trying to help

shape.

This research is covered by Otago Polytechnic Research Ethics Committee (Approval No. OP988). Sam
and Ruth describe their daily practice.
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Work-integrated learning and graduate employability:
Evidence from a university of technology

ROELIEN BRINK
Tshwane University of Technology, Pretoria, South Africa

INTRODUCTION

Graduate employability is widely recognized as a core measure of higher education effectiveness and a
lever for socio-economic development, particularly in systems characterized by structural labor market
constraints (Council on Higher Education [CHE], 2023). In South Africa, the macro context remains
challenging: according to Statistics South Africa’s Quarterly Labor Force Survey (QLFS), the official
unemployment rate registered 32.9% in Q1 2025, edged up to 33.2% in Q2, and eased to 31.9% in Q3,
while the expanded unemployment rate—which includes discouraged job seekers—remained above
42% (Statistics South Africa [Stats SA], 2025a; 2025b). Youth unemployment number outcomes are
however more severe. For the age group 15-34, the unemployment rate stood at 46.1% in Q1 2025, and
for the age group 15-24 it has peaked at 62.4% before moderating to 58.5% in Q3 2025 (Stats SA, 2025a;
2025c¢). The graduate unemployment figures increased from 8.7% in Q4 2024 to 11.7% in Q1 2025 with
young graduates under 35 approaching 24% unemployment (News24, 2025).

Within this context, the Universities of Technology (UoTs) have positioned Work-Integrated Learning
(WIL) as a strategic pedagogical approach, to bridge the gap between academic learning and workplace
readiness (Tshwane University of Technology [TUT], 2020). This paper presents findings from the first
wave of an ongoing longitudinal study that examined the relationship between WIL experiences and
graduate employability outcomes at a South African UoT. The study seeks to answer the research
question: How does participation in WIL influence graduate employability and job acquisition timelines? Its
objectives are to assess employment patterns and perceived preparedness, evaluate the contribution of
WIL to employability and identify barriers and institutional improvement opportunities (Brink, 2024).
The data analyzed here, represent the initial data collection conducted in 2025, while a second collection

is scheduled for 2026 to enable trend analysis and inferential testing.

LITERATURE REVIEW

International and South African literature converges on a multidimensional conception of
employability, encompassing disciplinary knowledge, transferable/soft skills, identity formation and
access to networks and experience (Bridgstock, 2009; Winterton & Turner, 2019). Evidence indicates that
WIL can accelerate transitions into employment, enhance job-readiness and cultivate professional
dispositions through supervised, assessed practice (Mtawa, Fongwa, & Wilson-Strydom, 2021; Patrick,
Richard, & Robert, 2017). However, outcomes vary across sectors and macroeconomic contexts. In

economies with high structural unemployment and limited entry-level openings, the effect of WIL is
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moderated by demand for specific competencies, regional dynamics and employer practices (Fongwa,
2018; Harry, Chinyamurindi, & Mjoli, 2018).

Policy and quality frameworks in South Africa prioritize graduate outcomes, stakeholder engagement,
and curriculum relevance (CHE, 2023). UoTs have embedded WIL at scale to align learning with
industry needs (TUT, 2020). Persistent skills mismatches, coupled with a pronounced lack of prior work
experience among the youth, supported by a 59% of unemployed young people report having no
previous employment history, highlighting the critical imperative to broaden access to practice-based
learning opportunities, intensify collaboration with industry stakeholders and enhance the scope and

effectiveness of institutional career development capacity.

(Stats SA, 2025a; 2025c). Cross-faculty analyses show higher private-sector absorption for ICT and
engineering graduates, while humanities and some management fields students exhibit stronger
reliance on public-sector trajectories and internships (Directorate of Quality Promotion [DQP], 2022;
Woya, 2019). These patterns suggest that the WIL design, placement density and credentialing must be

tailored to sectoral requirements.

METHODOLOGY

The study employs a quantitative, descriptive longitudinal design to analyze graduate employability
outcomes and perceived WIL impact at a South African UoT. Multiple institutional sources are focused

to establish a coherent baseline and enable comparison over time.

Data Sources and Population

The primary dataset is the Graduate Destination Survey (GDS) first wave for 2025 (compiled July-
October 2025), drawing respondents across all faculties: Engineering & Built Environment,
Management Sciences, Humanities, Information & Communication Technology, Sciences, Economics &
Finance, and Arts & Design. To contextualize early-wave patterns, the analysis incorporates the Spring
2024 GDS (n=1,908) and the DQP 2022 report (n = 2,049) (Brink, 2024; DQP, 2022). The 2025 wave report
represents early responses (n=100) captured in November 2025 from the consolidated dataset

“Graduate Destination Survey 2019-2025,” providing a baseline for the ongoing longitudinal study.

Instrument Design and Validation

The GDS instrument—developed by DQP and approved by the TUT Surveys Committee —comprises
structured items covering (a) biographical data; (b) employment status and time-to-employment; (c)
sector and province; (d) job search channels; and (e) WIL modality and satisfaction. Alignment with the
Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA) was ensured, and content validity established through
committee review and piloting (DQP, 2022).

Ethics
Ethical clearance was granted by the Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC/2024/06/001).

Participation was voluntary, with electronic based consent and anonymization protocols observed.
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Procedures and Analysis

Data cleaning and analysis were conducted using Microsoft Excel. Descriptive statistics (frequencies
and proportions) summarized employment status, time-to-employment, sectoral distribution,
geographic concentration and WIL satisfaction rates. Visualizations (bar charts and summary tables)
were generated to support interpretation of data gathered. Given the ongoing nature of the study and
the early-wave sample size, inferential tests are planned for the 2026 collection when longitudinal

comparisons can be robustly undertaken.
Limitations

The early-wave 2025 data (n=100) may under-represent later graduates or faculties with delayed
reporting. Self-reported outcomes introduce potential recall and desirability bias. Triangulation with
2024 and 2022 surveys mitigates some risks, but generalization beyond the institutional context should

be cautiously made.

RESULTS
Employment Status

Consistent with patterns observed in 2024, the initial 2025 sample reflects relatively low levels of
full-time employment within graduates’ fields of study, alongside persistently high levels of
unemployment. In the 2025 baseline (n=100), 40% reported full-time employment in their field, 8%
reported full-time employment outside their field, 10% were employed part-time while seeking
full-time employment in-field roles, and 29% were unemployed seeking any job in their field.
Self-employment remained marginal (1%), and 3% reported internship/community service
participation. These proportions resonate with faculty-level heterogeneity documented in 2022 and 2024
(DQP, 2022; Brink, 2024).

TABLE 1: Employment status (2025 first wave, n=100)

Status %
Employed full time in field 40
Employed full time not in field 8

Employed part-time, seeking full-time in field 10

Unemployed, seeking any job in field 29
Unemployed, seeking part-time in field 3
Internship/community service 3
Currently studying 5
Self-employed 1
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Time-to-Employment

The distribution of time-to-employment indicates long search durations: 31% reported not yet
employed; 25% secured employment within 0-3 months and 21% took more than 12 months (12-24
months: 11%; 25+ months: 10%). Smaller proportions of graduates secured employment within three to
six months (10%) and nine to twelve months (8%). These delays are consistent with macro pressures
identified in the QLFS releases and emphasize the role of practice-based experience in shortening search
cycles (Stats SA, 2025a; 2025b).

Sector and Geography

Employment and search activity are concentrated in Gauteng (approximately 75% of employed/seeking
respondents), with secondary concentrations in Limpopo and Mpumalanga. The private sector and
government/public sector dominate absorption (37% and 36%respectively in the 2025 baseline), with
limited uptake by parastatal and non-profit entities. Faculty differences echo earlier reports. ICT and
Engineering graduate demonstrate relatively higher private-sector absorption, while Humanities and
portions of Management Sciences show greater reliance on public-sector pathways or internships (DQP,
2022; Brink, 2024).

WIL Satisfaction and Perceived Impact

WIL is positively perceived as 38% “very satisfied,” 33% “satisfied,” 20% “neutral,” with 9% reporting
dissatisfaction. In the 2024 GDS, 72% indicated that WIL improved employability, but respondents cited
gaps in career guidance, placement support and employer alignment (Brink, 2024). Job search channels
frequently referenced. include university services, online platforms, LinkedIn and personal referrals, as
reported in the 2022 institutional analysis (DQP, 2022).

DISCUSSION

The results integrate institutional data with the national labor market signals to interpret early-wave
2025 outcomes. First, long time-to-employment and high unemployment among new graduates are
consistent with macro trends. Youth unemployment of 46.1% (15-34) and 58.5-62.4% (15-24) reflects
severe barriers to entry, particularly the experience gap, that dampen the immediate effect of WIL when
market conditions are constrained (Stats SA, 2025a; 2025c). Secondly, sectoral unevenness persist and
private-sector absorption is stronger for ICT/Engineering, whereas Humanities/Management graduates
more often rely on public-sector pathways, internships and prolonged searches, underscoring
tield-specific demand asymmetries (DQP, 2022; Woya, 2019).

Despite a modest improvement in the aggregate unemployment rate in Q3 2025 (31.9%), sustained
expanded unemployment above 42% and persistent youth joblessness indicate that WIL must be
embedded within a broader employability ecosystem (Stats SA, 2025b). Literature suggests that
employability gains are magnified when WIL is complemented by career management skill
development, mentorship, networked placements and entrepreneurship education (Bridgstock, 2009;
Mtawa et al., 2021; Patrick et al., 2017). Employers increasingly demand hybrid competence profiles
technical proficiency, combined with problem-solving, communication, teamwork and adaptability

precisely the attributes that WIL can cultivate (Winterton & Turner, 2019). However, when entry-level
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roles are scarce, placement density, employer co-assessment and credentialing of WIL outputs (e.g.,
portfolios, micro-credentials) become decisive in converting readiness into opportunity (CHE, 2023;
TUT, 2020).

The ongoing design of this study is therefore critical. The 2025 baseline provides early signals, the 2026
collection will enable trend analysis, faculty-specific inferential testing and evaluation of institutional
initiatives (e.g., TUT301 employability workshops, myJOBportal, Plug-a-Graduate) as levers for
reducing transition friction (Brink, 2024). In practical terms, enhancing employer alignment, mentoring
networks and digital matching of graduates to internships/learnerships can shorten search times,

particularly for those lacking prior experience (Stats SA, 2025a; 2025c).

RECOMMENDATIONS

Co-design WIL with industry stakeholders. Formalize and strengthen program advisory boards and
WIL councils to align assessments, projects and competency frameworks with current sectoral demand
(CHE, 2023; TUT, 2020).

Scale practice-based pathways. Increase placement density, project-based WIL and micro-internships in
sectors with entry constraints, embed soft-skills and career management modules within curricula
(Bridgstock, 2009; Winterton & Turner, 2019).

Enhance career services and digital matching. Expand myJOB and Plug-a-Graduate to connect
graduates to internships/learnerships, integrate LinkedIn-ready credentials and employer showcases,

run faculty-specific career expos (Brink, 2024; DQP, 2022).

Mentoring and alumni networks. Institutionalize peer-to-peer and alumni mentoring to broaden social

capital and track outcomes to iteratively improve matching.

Entrepreneurship and self-employment pathways. Embed entrepreneurial modules, incubation and
seed funding, support portfolio-building and freelance platforms to convert WIL outputs into
marketable artefacts (Patrick et al., 2017).

Data-driven monitoring and evaluation. Maintain annual GDS cycles, implement faculty dashboards,
evaluate time-to-employment, placement quality and sectoral absorption longitudinally, informing

policy and curriculum improvement.

CONCLUSION

The first wave of an ongoing longitudinal study indicates that while WIL is valued and associated with
perceived readiness, graduates face prolonged transitions shaped by macroeconomic headwinds and
sectoral demand asymmetries. Early-wave 2025 data triangulated with 2024 and 2022 surveys show low
in-field full-time employment, long search durations and geographic concentration in Gauteng. Given
persistent youth unemployment and elevated expanded rates, the impact of WIL depends on alignment,
scale and integration with career services, mentoring, digital matching and entrepreneurship supports.
The planned 2026 collection will enable deeper analysis and evaluation of interventions at program and

faculty levels. In the interim institutions and partners should prioritize co-designed WIL networked and
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credentialed placements and explicit employability skill development to shorten the path from

graduation to meaningful work.
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Scaffolding work-integrated learning skills into online
creative degrees by co-creating curriculum with community
partners

KIM BURLEY
Adelaide University, Adelaide, Australia

INTRODUCTION

The demand for well-formed, online, co-designed, and scaffolded WIL is increasing across higher
education, particularly post-pandemic, as universities respond to economic, sociological, and political
complexities. This paper reports on a project co-designing WIL activities and assessments with
community partners in two online undergraduate creative degrees in communication and digital media.
The community partners are Australian not-for-profit organizations in need of digital, communication,
and social media initiatives to raise awareness/evaluate their purpose and mission. The project is funded
by a WIL Australia Early Career Researcher (ERC) grant and this paper focuses on the first two phases
of a four-phase project.

The research aims:

e To build WIL capacity in online students, to ensure equitable and accessible WIL opportunities

by embedding WIL activities into scaffolded online courses

e Todevelop social capital and strengthen links between nonprofit organizations and universities

through the co-creation of WIL projects and associated outcomes; and

e To build WIL capabilities in community partners/online academics to ensure key principles of

scaffolding WIL are understood and embedded in curriculum development.

Phase 1 involved analyzing an antecedent project that co-created curriculum with a charity, Heart of
the Nation (HotN). Greg Page, the original Yellow Wiggle, formed HotN following his sudden cardiac
arrest (SCA) and student work helped raise awareness of the charity’s mission to prevent out-of-hospital
SCA deaths. Students developed social media content and strategies, mapped stakeholders, and
proposed re-designs for HotN’s website. Learnings from Phase 1’s analysis were then applied in Phase
2 when four more not-for-profit organizations joined with online academics to co-create further
curriculum to help their communication and digital media functions. Supporting the project’s key
purpose to establish a best-practice framework for co-created scaffolded and online WIL, the study aims
to produce scalable and sustainable online curriculum and community partnerships that benefit society.
This paper reports on Phases 1 and 2.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Scholars recognize the need for universities to develop strong relationships with industry partners
enabling students to tackle authentic real-world problems particularly in the emerging area of online
WIL (Chatoor, 2023). Responding to calls for innovation in WIL (Kay et al., 2019), Lewis and Burley
(2024) find that successful design of online WIL curriculum requires early planning and detailed co-
design with industry partners. Other studies report significant barriers to accessing WIL for online and
equity-deserving students (Bell et al., 2021), while various models of online service-learning seek to
redress this student and wider societal inequity (e.g., Valencia-Forrester, 2025). Research into student
well-being also states that meaningful online WIL is “aligned with their interests, skill sets and/or

anticipated future career plans” (Taylor et al., 2023).

Dean et. al. (2020) and Cortazar et al. (2022) emphasize the importance of scaffolding WIL skills
throughout each level of a degree to support students’ learning outcomes through both formative and
summative work. Other scholarship has stated the need for academics to strengthen their skills in
stakeholder engagement and co-design to ensure curriculum in an uncertain and digitally-reliant world
is contemporary and maintained (Burley, 2021; Burley et al., 2022). For example, studies of pandemic-era
online communication courses highlight the contested space that academics operate within, not only in
times of crisis, but within service-learning and online teaching (Boynton & Carter, 2021; Formentin &
Auger, 2021). Further research into structured scalable co-design processes in online WIL would

strengthen the empirical literature.

Effective and ethical WIL requires committed communication, reciprocity, and trust (Fleming et al.,
2018; McLachlan et al., 2017; Zegwaard et al., 2023) which are concepts also studied in the field of
organizational communication. Specifically, dialogic communication (Kent & Taylor, 2002) and
communication engagement (Johnston & Taylor, 2018) offer useful analytical frameworks for
understanding the complex challenges in academic-stakeholder engagement (Burley, 2021) and guide

both the Phase 1 thematic interpretation and process design for Phase 2.

METHODS AND RESULTS

This study seeks to identify the steps required to effectively co-design WIL with an iterative approach,
using qualitative, social constructionist (Humble & Radina, 2018) and action-research focused (Kemmis,
2009) methodologies. Content analysis, action research, and semi-structured interview methods are
progressively employed through the two research phases complete to date. Ethics approval was
obtained (#206569). The research team comprises the ECR chief investigator, two online lecturers, a

program director, an academic mentor, and a grant-funded research assistant.
The following sections detail two phases completed to date combining methods and results for each.

Phase 1 Methods and results from evaluating a pilot project

The ECR conducted a thematic analysis of content from the 2023/2024 pilot project artefacts including
course materials, assessment briefs, student work and feedback, internal and external stakeholder

correspondence, and project presentations. A total of 81 artefacts were analyzed and coded for themes.
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Table 1 shows the type of artefacts analyzed relating to co-designing scaffolded curriculum to embed

HotN’s mission to raise awareness of SCA within online creative degrees.

TABLE 1: Artefacts analyzed from pilot project

Artefacts

Description

Course material

Student assessment feedback

Agreement documentation between CP and university

Inter-organizational administrative and process

correspondence

Internal administrative and process correspondence

Learning material (see table 2)
developed for four courses

(Ix1st year, 1x2nd year, 2x3rd year)

From teaching teams and CP and

student responses to feedback
Client brief and written agreements

Emails between CP and university staff

Emails within the university to embed
the CP into the online learning

ecosystem

Learning material was co-created for four courses in creative industries (see Table 2) and one course

was delivered twice in the 12-month project period. Table 2 outlines the courses in which content was

embedded and the levels of student engagement across these four deliveries.

TABLE 2: Courses and tasks co-designed in the pilot project

Task Public Relations Communication
stakeholder audit
mapping and case
study

(1 course, 2 course

deliveries over 12

months)
Type of Formative Summative
assessment
Year of degree  1#t 2nd
Student Total 43 out of 98 22 out of 54 (40.7%)

engagement (43.8%)

Website redesign  Social media

management plan

Summative Summative
3rd 3rd
5 out of 48 At least 6 out of 81
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The textual data was manually coded for themes relevant to the research aims of student WIL capacity
(RQ1) and scaffolding principles (RQ2). The thematic analysis aim was to inform Phase 2 of the action

research design with five parent themes arising relating to;

1. Managing complexity and process design (significant administrative load on academics,

logistical, administrative, and legal challenges)

2. Scaffolding student capacity, skills and knowledge (links to learning outcomes, challenges,

idiosyncrasies of online and asynchronous WIL)

3. Reciprocal relationships (benefits to students, academics, Greg Page, and representative

organizations)

4. Non-teaching-related outcomes (social capital, charity awareness-raising, links between

organizations)

5. Scalability, best practice and transferability (future opportunities to extend e.g. other degrees,

in-person internships)

A comprehensive discussion of themes using constructs from organizational communication is beyond
the scope of this paper however, as the analysis informed Phase 2’s design, some indication of findings
is needed. The findings illustrate various features of dialogic communication: complex online contexts
that demanded transparency and responsiveness, risk managed through negotiated agreements and

consistent communication, and trust fostered through reciprocity and reliable performance.

Student engagement increased in the formative first-year course activity, student engagement improved
across both deliveries of the course (43.4% and 44.2% across two deliveries) compared to 17% in the
prior delivery. In the second-year summative assessment, over 40% of students chose HotN out of a
possible five organizations. While smaller numbers of students chose HotN in the 3 year courses, it
was chosen the most out of any other organization. Third year students in these courses could choose
any organization needing a social media or website redesign, enabling them to work with an
organization they have self-identified or one of four or five where a brief has been provided to them.

Comparative summative assessment data from previous years was not available.

The engagement figures from the pilot study, while not conclusive, indicate that students were
interested in activities that had real-world relevance. This result will be further tested in later phases of
this study. These findings imply that learners are more likely to be engaged when there is real-world
relevance and relatability. Students stated in feedback discussions “on a personal level, I have a vested
interest as I have a complete heart block” (1t year student), “I really enjoyed working on the assessment
and found myself sidetracked so many times, researching more about the amazing work of HotN” (2nd
year student), and “my work redesigning the website is a great thing to add to my portfolio” (3 year
student).

Phase 2: Co-creation and industry partner workshop Methods and Results

Four new community partners (CPs) were recruited for the co-design workshop central to Phase 2, held
in December 2025. All CPs expressed a need for enhanced creative tools in communication and digital
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media to help with their efforts raising awareness of their purpose and mission. Three were sourced
through the research team’s professional networks and one through a referred enquiry for a student
WIL project.

Occurring simultaneously with Phase 2 CP recruitment, the themes arising from Phase 1’s analysis were
mapped against five established engagement principles (redacted, 2021) listed in Figure 1. These
learnings from Phase 1, categorized under principles, underpinned the co-design and implementation
process in Phase 2. A series of discussion prompts were used in the research team’s pre-workshop
brainstorming session that considered the Phase 1 learnings and operational constraints of Phase 2. The
co-design process operated within grant constraints of funding and timing, the context of a shortened
window for development due to staffing movements and leave, and environmental complexities of a

university merger.

FIGURE 1: Principles guiding the co-design and implementation process in Phase 2

Clear WIL goals Upfront Clear lines of Fletxillgl; and Constant review
and objectives agreements communication . y
interventions

Four CP representatives and five academics attended the 2-hour online co-design workshop in early
December 2025 followed by further course-level meetings. CPs were sent pre-workshop information
about the pilot project and the online course offerings to guide their involvement, along with
preparatory questions to prompt thinking about their communication and media needs and how
students might contribute. These CP questions were created during the research team’s brainstorming

meeting.

Interviews with CPs took place during the fortnight after the co-design workshop and early data
analysis indicates themes of respect, common social capital goals, commitment to learn from students
and academics, intention and value in mentoring students, and regret that time was limited. Phases 3
and 4 involve further data analysis, implementing the co-created curriculum, and final evaluation and

reporting. At the time of writing, phase 3 is underway, therefore further details are not available.

CONCLUSION/DISCUSSION

This research addresses the call for further research into the elements required for effective engagement
by students, community partners, and academics in online WIL (Valencia-Forrester, 2025). This paper
has focused on methods employed to implement the first two phases of a small funded research project.
The aim of this paper, and broadly through grant reporting, is to share the processes and practices of
co-designing WIL with community partners for online creative undergraduate students. Phase 1 themes
of context, risk, and trust aligned with [redacted]’s (2021) and can be further categorized through
Johnston and Taylor’s (2018) tiers of engagement, namely understanding processes, connections, and
embedded social/organizational outcomes. In online WIL, process-driven issues are heightened when

managing complexity in asynchronous and technologically enabled environments. The volume of
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emails, correspondence, and work undertaken by academics in process design have implications for
workload and well-being. Connections, relationships, and student engagement in online learning can
also be challenging. The recognizability of the CP (Greg Page) in Phase 1 was beneficial for student
engagement while interdependence between organizations facilitated trust-building. Outcomes that
benefit society embedded engagement in the WIL relationships in Phase 1 by increasing awareness of
SCA amongst student cohorts and HotN’s target publics. These insights shaped Phase 2 and prepared
the team for the challenges and risks in scaling and sustaining online WIL including time constraints on
all stakeholders, complexities of a newly merged university, funding impacts on community
organizations, and ensuring authentic co-created curriculum. In keeping with the action research

approach, this research is evolving through Phases 3 and 4 with an end-date of June 2026.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper explores the challenges and opportunities presented by virtual international work-integrated
learning (virtual IWIL). It reports on the findings of a broader research project examining the scope,
policy and practice of international WIL funded by WACE (Grant-Smith et al., 2025). Virtual IWIL is a
curriculum design that combines formal learning with student exposure to international partner
organizations through digital platforms (Kay et al., 2019). Virtual IWIL differs from remote simulations
of real practice (Wood et al., 2020) and collaborative online international learning opportunities (Fadgen
et al., 2024; Upson & Bergiel, 2023) that do not involve engagement with an organization that partners
with the higher education institution (HEI) to deliver an IWIL project or placement (Kosman, 2024).

Travel restrictions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic necessitated a shift by HEIs from in-country
IWIL to virtual IWIL experiences. It was posited this would have the benefit of improving student access
to global mobility opportunities by removing financial, geographic and logistical barriers (DFAT, 2021;
Moorhouse, 2024). The rise of virtual IWIL in tertiary consciousness prompted the authors to pose the

following research questions:
1. What are the challenges and opportunities of virtual IWIL?

2. How can virtual IWIL be designed and supported to maximize opportunities and minimize

challenges?

The research design (UniSC and QUT Ethics Approval No. 7579) comprised semi-structured interviews
with twenty-eight WIL practitioners involved in the management or delivery of WIL from countries in
Asia, Europe, North America and Oceania. Participants included a mix of academic, professional and
executive HEI staff and third-party providers of virtual IWIL experiences. A set of best practice

principles for virtual IWIL were derived, and which were verified by seven of the interview participants.
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ACCESSING VIRTUAL IWIL: OPPORTUNITIES

The opportunities associated with increasing access to virtual IWIL experiences raised in the research

interviews are presented in Figure 1 and summarized below.

FIGURE 1: Virtual IWIL Access Opportunities
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Virtual IWIL removes geographic barriers, enabling access to IWIL experiences for remote students and
organizations, arguably increasing the overall supply of students and in-country partners for virtual
IWIL. Reducing geographic barriers can facilitate international student access; enabling domestic
students to collaborate with overseas students, partner organizations to access students outside their
country of operation, and international students enrolled at their home HEI to access partner
organizations located in their country of origin. A digital platform facilitates project-based WIL
experiences for students from different disciplines, degrees, HEIs and countries. Participation in such
multi-disciplinary teams can broaden students’ learning experiences when they apply professional skills

in intercultural settings.

HEIs can enable disability inclusive access to IWIL through digital design. Students with a disability or
medical condition may encounter discrimination and mobility issues with in-country IWIL which can
be minimized by incorporating inclusive practices in a virtual setting. Virtual IWIL can also contribute
to psychosocial access by offering a ‘safer space’ than in-country IWIL to develop students’ inter-cultural
fluency, enabling students who feel they are not ready for in-country IWIL to still have an international
experience. Virtual IWIL can also provide students with an opportunity to develop their digital skills
(or digital literacy) to enhance their graduate employability, as they communicate, manage relationships,
and complete tasks using digital platforms. A growing proportion of the global workforce operates in
remote work or hybrid work environments. Virtual IWIL can prepare students for remote workplaces
and spaces in their post-graduation career, and partner organizations may evaluate hybrid or remote

models for future implementation in their workplace.

Virtual IWIL also offers flexibility in scheduling, duration, and type of WIL experience. Students may be
able to adjust asynchronous learning and synchronous contact with stakeholders around their work,
family, and medical commitments. In economic terms, HEIs can deliver virtual IWIL with greater scale
and lower costs than in-country IWIL. The virtual platform can be accessed by start-ups and small and

medium enterprises that may not otherwise have the infrastructure or financial resources to host a
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student in their workplace, and virtual IWIL reduces the significant opportunity cost for students
associated with foregoing employment income for in-country IWIL. From a strategic perspective, the
global digital footprint of virtual IWIL provides scale for HEIs to achieve their strategic ambitions
related to the delivery of WIL experiences, and partner organizations can expand their recruitment pool
beyond domestic students. Participation in virtual IWIL can build HEI and partner organization brand

recognition at a global level.

VIRTUAL IWIL: CHALLENGES

The challenges of virtual IWIL reported in the literature are generally student centric. These include
engagement and interaction with geographically dispersed participants operating across time zones
(Fakhry et al., 2024; Moorhouse, 2024; Taylor et al., 2023), managing student expectations of virtual IWIL
vis-vis in-country IWIL (Upton, 2025), student access to technology, and the quality of intercultural
learning (Arehart et al., 2020). The interview participants also revealed challenges experienced by HEIs,
partner organizations, and third-party providers. The challenges are presented in Figure 2 and

summarized below.

FIGURE 2: Virtual IWIL Challenges
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Face-to-face interaction and stakeholder engagement are challenging to replicate in virtual environments.
Interview participants recounted students turning off their cameras, not attending scheduled meetings,
and reporting feelings of loneliness and isolation. Partner engagement can also present challenges for
HEIs; partner organizations may prefer to engage with students in-person or through a different digital
platform to that used by the HEL Furthermore, WIL practitioners may not have the workload allocation
or resources to attract partners and maintain their engagement with virtual IWIL, particularly if
personnel who brokered the relationship leave the HEI or partner organization. Students may not
engage with virtual IWIL due to a lack of digital and spatial access. Interview participants identified many
of the same access barriers to engage in virtual IWIL that have been reported in the literature including
internet connectivity, suitable equipment, a physical space with privacy for individuals, and HEI access
to the infrastructure necessary to support virtual IWIL programs (Fakhry et al., 2024; Taylor et al., 2023;
Yanay & Battle, 2021). Synchrony may be a challenge for virtual IWIL stakeholders located in different
time zones (Airey, 2014) but it could also be considered an opportunity for students to experience the

‘culture shock’ of a global remote workplace.
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HEIs must manage the expectations of partner organizations and students undertaking virtual IWIL.
Interview participants suggested that students may perceive the virtual option as inferior to in-country
experiences, and once enrolled, may have expectations about the nature and extent of communications
with partner organizations that does not reflect the reality of virtual IWIL experiences. HEIs must also
manage partner expectations around the extent of supervision, student interaction and their final
output, which can be complicated in project-based virtual IWIL programs involving students from
multiple countries and HEIs with different cultural norms around work and communication. Cultural
immersion in virtual IWIL programs is related to managing stakeholders’ expectations. Virtual IWIL may
not achieve the cultural immersion of an in-country experience for students. The interview participants
noted that “they [students] won't get the smells, the noise, all the things that you need to have a proper
experience. It just takes that away and it just becomes quite superficial”, and that “sitting down in a
culture” is hard for virtual IWIL to replicate. Intercultural communication can be challenging for students
collaborating with international colleagues and with partner organizations; further complicating
communication may be a lack of visual interaction (even with cameras on) which would otherwise
enable students to interpret non-verbal cues and thereby prevent miscommunication (Parrott et al,,
2018).

WIL practitioners require support from academics willing to supervise students, and financial support
from HEISs to resource virtual IWIL (university support). Without appropriate funding, WIL staff are left
to carry an unsustainable workload, and the uncertainty of annual funding can negatively impact
strategic planning for virtual IWIL and the maintenance of partner relationships. This places virtual

IWIL at risk of being an under-resourced niche rather than a mainstream WIL model.

VIRTUAL IWIL: BEST PRACTICE PRINCIPLES

The eight best practice principles for equitable and effective virtual IWIL shown in Figure 3 were
generated from the participant interviews. These principles can be used to guide the design of virtual
IWIL programs to maximize the opportunities, and to minimize the associated hazards for students,

partners, and HEIs.
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FIGURE 3: Best Practice Principles for Virtual IWIL
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Principle 1: Student engagement must be intentionally structured, not incidental

Consistent, inclusive, and interactive online practices must be embedded into virtual IWIL programs
before, during, and after the experience to mitigate psychosocial hazards and promote sustained
learning. These online practices may include drop-in sessions, check-ins, discussion boards and group

chats to support collaboration, feedback and belonging.

Principle 2: Stakeholder understanding and capacity must be developed, not assumed

HEIs must appropriately induct partner organizations, students, academics and professional staff to
develop a shared understanding of virtual IWIL, ensure appropriate levels of digital literacy and access,
and counter perceptions of inferiority to in-country IWIL. An induction framework can educate
stakeholders about the opportunities, outcomes, responsibilities, cultural nuances, and expectations of

the virtual IWIL experience to avoid misunderstandings.

Principle 3: Addressing digital access and digital poverty is a core equity issue

Financial and in-kind support can address technological and connectivity barriers that
disproportionately affect students from equity backgrounds. This may include the provision of
technology infrastructure and internet access via loan and bursary schemes funded by the HEI,
government or corporate sponsors, as well as designated workspaces on and off campus to engage in

virtual activities.

Principle 4: Curriculum integration and flexibility is essential for legitimacy and equity

Virtual IWIL must be recognized as a valid credit-bearing WIL option, with flexible timing and
duration, and modality to support accessibility and scalability. A strategic shift from treating virtual
IWIL as an extra or co-curricular activity to embracing it as an in-curriculum offering can further

legitimize this WIL model, encourage student engagement and facilitate access to funding.
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Principle 5: Partnerships must be co-created, not extracted

HEIs must pursue reciprocity by actively engaging partner organizations as co-beneficiaries of virtual
IWIL, supported with resourcing and recognition to ensure equitable outcomes. Partner organizations
should be given the option of participating in program design, development, review and induction of

students, to the level of their interest and capacity.

Principle 6: Outsourcing must be justified by purpose, not convenience

Third-party providers can be strategically used by HEISs to scale virtual IWIL, improve program design
through collaboration, and manage the risks associated with selection and supervision of partner
organizations. However, their use must follow rigorous due diligence, align with institutional goals,

and be transparently documented in WIL governance structures.

Principle 7: Virtual delivery does not excuse cultural shallowness

Intercultural learning must be meaningfully embedded through online cultural immersion activities,
peer-to-peer learning, and staff development in decolonizing practices. Activities may include virtual
induction about the history, culture, economy, demographics and geography of a country, virtual
cultural experiences such as virtual tours, and advanced intercultural communication instruction about
language, expression, visual cues, and behaviors. Cultural education of HEI staff that promotes cultural
sensitivity and awareness of issues affecting in-country partners can facilitate culturally appropriate

WIL practice.

Principle 8: Evaluation must be continuous, critical, and multidimensional

Existing and proposed virtual IWIL programs must be evaluated to ensure they remain fit for purpose
and meet the needs of all stakeholders. The above principles provide a foundation for evaluation, with
feedback loops to ensure continuous improvement in equity, impact, scalability and stakeholder

wellbeing.

CONCLUSION

The best practice principles presented in this paper provide the basis for policy frameworks designed
to maximize the opportunities associated with virtual IWIL while also addressing the challenges and
risks for students, partners, and HEIs. The implementation of these principles and translation into HEI

policies is supported through a best practice principles checklist (Grant-Smith et al., 2025).
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INTRODUCTION

As universities globally reconsider career preparation and employability, Career Development
Learning (CDL) is gaining prominence in academic and professional discussions. Traditionally, career
services operated separately from formal curriculum with limited integration. While recent trends show
a shift towards embedding CDL into curriculum structures, CDL remains neither universally used nor
understood, with perceptions varying across geographical and political contexts. Moreover, the
relationship between CDL and Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) and how CDL is deployed and

recognized within the WIL community remains unclear and inconsistent.

To deepen understanding of CDL and its connection to WIL, the authors launched a systematic review
in 2024, bringing together practitioners and researchers from Canada, Australia and New Zealand. The
review’s aim is to generate a comprehensive understanding of how CDL presents itself intentionally
across higher education settings, both inside and outside of WIL contexts, shaping student experiences

and outcomes.

The guiding questions for this systematic review include: (1) How is CDL perceived globally, and how
does it differ from concepts like WIL and employability models; (2) What are the relationships between
CDL, WIL, and employability; (3) Does CDL literature focus primarily on skill acquisition or encompass
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broader concepts such as career identity, career capital, and professional development; (4) What are the
implications of embedding CDL into higher education curriculum, and how are universities adapting;
and (5) How can clearer understanding of CDL contribute to international discussions on career

development and employability?

The study extends the practitioner inquiry approach, (Cochran-Smith and Lytle 2015,) traditionally used
in educational practice, to interrogate the group’s professional development and collaborative
scholarship engagement as WIL and CDL researchers and practitioners. The authors critically examine
the process of holding constructs like WIL, CDL, and employability in tension as they negotiate

terminology and theoretical stance.

This paper presents descriptive evidence drawn from transcripts of joint research discussions, gathered
at key transitional stages in the group’s process. It concludes that intentional examination of diversified
stances and approaches to CDL, alongside and separate from WIL, benefits the higher education sector,

especially as it challenges assumptions about constructs, good practice, and quality in higher education.

LITERATURE REVIEW

CDL represents a pedagogical framework designed to cultivate students' professional capacities

through diverse reflective and hands-on experiences that is often seen as implicit inside of higher

education curriculum (Ferns, et al. forthcoming). This educational strategy prioritizes the development
of employment-related competencies by guiding learners to construct their professional identities,
recognize connections between academic study and workplace demands, and acquire adaptable skills
and competencies (McCash et al, 2021). The approach emphasizes helping students engage
thoughtfully with career-building activities while developing metacognitive awareness about
professional pathways (Bridgstock et al., 2019; Farenga & Quinlan, 2015; Watts, 2006). Whilst WIL, on
the other hand, operates as a distinct and explicit form of experiential education characterized by
partnerships among students, academic institutions, and external organizations. Through WIL, learners
participate directly in meaningful workplace activities that allow them to merge theoretical knowledge
with practical application relevant to their field of study or career trajectory. The framework centers on
authentic professional practice that simultaneously advances employment readiness, cultivates
professional identity, and prepares students for career transitions (Zegwaard et al., 2023; Zegwaard &
Rowe, 2019; Jackson, 2017; Pham, et al., 2018).

The relationship between these two frameworks reveals both overlap and distinction. CDL encompasses
a broader spectrum of activities and operates with greater flexibility than WIL, although both
fundamentally rely on experiential engagement and reflective practice. While CDL activities may
function independently or be woven into WIL experiences, the latter consistently requires direct
workplace involvement with structured supervision and feedback mechanisms. The nexus between
CDL and WIL, however, is the aim of employability (Jackson, 2016; 2017).

Pedagogically, CDL emphasizes reflection literacy, scaffolded approaches to career decision-making,
and metacognitive development regarding professional growth. WIL follows the experiential learning

cycle that moves through direct experience, reflection, conceptual understanding, and active
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experimentation, supported by authentic assessment practices. These pedagogical stances complement
each other, with CDL's reflective methodology strengthening the learning cycles inherent in WIL (Kolb
1981).

Regarding outcomes, CDL enhances students' sense of agency in career matters, clarifies professional
pathways, strengthens professional identity, and builds confidence in career capabilities. WIL produces
demonstrable employment competencies, establishes professional networks, and develops practical
transition readiness. When these approaches operate in tandem, CDL amplifies WIL's employment
outcomes by making them deliberate, observable, and quantifiable, creating a comprehensive approach

to preparing students for professional success (Ferns, et al., forthcoming).

METHODS

To frame this critical examination, this study adopts a professional inquiry of stance approach, which is
extended from teacher practice research (Cochran-Smith and Lytle 2015). This approach is a reflexive
methodology that situates the varied positions of the research group members as subject matter experts
and the practice of communicating our expertise as the data that exposes “world-view, habit of mind-
a way of knowing...intended to challenge...the status quo” (Cochran-Smith and Lytle 2015, p. vii). The
study utilizes transcripted fortnightly zoom meetings across one year, where, as they were moving
through the research process of conducting a systematic review, researchers interrogated each other’s
epistemological perspectives and stances. Transcripts were examined thematically to elicit common

themes throughout.

EMERGENT THEMES

From this professional inquiry, five principal themes emerged:

1. The Nature of CDL is implicit in practice and research. Recurring in discussions is that CDL
concepts are often present but not named, creating both a research challenge and a practical
problem for students, faculties, and institutions. One researcher said, “There's like, there's a
whole hidden curriculum here at UC that we just don't know about, right? Until somebody
says, oh, you should have this was available to you or hey, this was in your class, but you didn't
even notice it. And they said, I wish it wasn't so hidden. I wish it was more explicit." (26
November 2024). Another expressed, "I think for me, like this, this particular paper is very much
about alongside (curriculum), but it also does refer to inside... lots and lots of career
development learning is not in curriculum. And that is a huge shift in what my understanding

is that we've gone through so far." (22 August 2025).

2. There is tension between productive ambiguity and systematic review requirements. The
team identifies a fundamental paradox: the conceptual fuzziness they are studying makes it
difficult to conduct a systematic review, yet this very fuzziness might be valuable in practice.
One researcher expressed, "And my other kind of half thought is like the ambiguous definitions
or the conceptual ambiguity fuzziness of this, of this terminology. That is, it's a challenge for us

in the context of trying to do a systematic literature review. But I'm also wondering if there are
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affordances of having conceptual ambiguity that like, because it's not strictly because what CDL
is isn't strictly defined, that means people do practice it differently in ways that are attuned to
their context. And that the ambiguity, it's difficult when we're trying to be systematic, but could
also be, yeah, an affordance if you're in the practice of it.” (17 October 2025). Another noted, "I
feel like that's almost holding intention, like there's a sense of fuzziness in all of these
terminologies. And we need to retain that fuzziness because WIL and CDL is expressed and
practiced differently in different contexts. And gosh, even within our own institutions that
would be expressed and practiced in multiple various ways. But at the same time, I mean, for
the purposes of doing systematic review, you do actually need some boundaries to be drawn.
So yeah, maybe there's something in that fuzziness and holding intention, both boundaries and

definitions versus the reality of the messiness of the practice” (3 October 2025).

3. The political and institutional context of terminology is impactful. The team recognizes that
the language is not neutral and it is shaped by funding, institutional structures, and political
priorities, which affects how CDL and WIL are conceptualized and practiced. One researcher
said, "I think there were some conversations around like just our different higher education
context and how, you know, in Australia we always talk about work and degraded learning
and that's immersed in a very particular political funding context. The emphasis on
employability is a very, you know, it's, it's a very different, it's a very specific context to the
Australian higher education experience and Aotearoa New Zealand, you'd have a very, you
know, they're just different contextual factors.” (17 October 2025). Another contributed, "And it
is the pendulum exactly, isn't it? And it really depends on temperament, funding, orientation
and leadership...but we keep our work separate because there is like it or not, there is back and
forth between academics, this belief that people who are careers counsellors don't really know
much about academia...Things like career development, learning into the curriculum, into our
curriculum. So it helps to have an academic bridge through there not for anything but for

namesake like because it's, that's an erroneous assumption." (26 November 2024).

4. The struggle with definitional boundaries and inclusion/exclusion criteria is pervasive. As
the most salient theme across the meetings, the team repeatedly wrestles with what should be
included in their systematic review, revealing deeper tensions about the nature of CDL and
WIL. One researcher when conducting an article review questions, "Does CDL focus primarily
on skill acquisition, or does it encompass broader concepts such as career identity, career capital
and professional development? For me, the broader concepts of the bread and butter, that's
exactly what that is... I don't know what it is yet, but I need to come back to that because yeah,
I feel that that's a question that's been well and truly answered in the literature.” (3 October
2025). Another expressed concern, "I feel like if we're comparing career development learning
and work-integrated learning... we need to keep at least in the bounds of what constitutes
work-integrated learning... the focus of the work-integrated learning is in an educational setting

in a higher education space versus learning on the job." (5 September 2025).
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5. There is a methodological identity crisis and process as product. The team struggles not just
with their research questions but how their differentiated subject matter expertise can coalesce
into a collective approach, eventually realizing their collaborative process might be as valuable
as their systematic review findings. A researcher, recognizing the group’s unique position said,
“it almost seems like we're coming a little bit full circle. If I go back to some of...very early
meetings, I almost think like at first there was this thought of doing more of maybe it was more
of a conceptual paper. It was. Yeah. I feel I'm just kind of looking through some of my notes
since we started meeting and, and yeabh, I feel like we've maybe come full circle on this, which
is, which is not a bad, a bad process." (27 August 2025). Another expressed, “I think we have an
interesting angle in terms of maybe our international collaboration...But, yeah, I really don’t
know in terms of method or process if we have anything unique to package up...So yeah, co-

creation of the how; I love that language.” (3 October 2025)

CONCLUSION

By working through methodological complexities, the team demonstrates a dynamic collaborative
process that transforms definitional ambiguity across transnational contexts into valuable insights for
CDL and WIL. This realization transforms the research group’s “methodological crisis" into a meta-
awareness where the process becomes the product. CDL and WIL communities of practice and
scholarship remain largely insulated from each other, however, differentiated perspectives, such as is
evidenced here, yield impactful synergies leading ultimately to broader student impact, which is the

goal of every educator in higher education.
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INTRODUCTION

Growing scholarship (Jackson, 2016; 2017) highlights the importance of professional identity (PI)
development within Higher Education (HE) as central to preparing students for the workforce. Work-
integrated learning (WIL) experiences and activities have been shown to significantly enhance PI
development (Jackson& Dean, 2023). PI helps students learn how to negotiate values in the workplace,
navigate the professional landscape (Jackson, 2016; 2017), and manage the tensions encountered in their
early career development (Pillen et al., 2013). PI has been linked to career readiness through a deeper
understanding of workplace practice and behaviors, clearer connection to shared professional values,
and a sense of confidence and resilience in the transition from study to work (Jackson & Tomlinson,
2026) as well as preparing them for the moral dimensions of work-place decision-making (Wald, 2015).
Given these important findings about the role of PI in employability, this study asks the question: How
do diverse disciplines theorize and enact pedagogies to support the PI development of HE students?
Through the analysis of five critical reflections (vignettes of practice), this study identifies four

pedagogical themes for PI development in HE.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Across the disciplines, PI has been described through social constructivist understandings (Holland,
1998; Wenger, 1998) with supporting views from psychology that highlight individual motivational
aspects and sense of self related to PI (Jensen & Jetten, 2018). Conceptually and empirically, PI
development has been shown to be influenced by one’s personal identity as well as social factors (Day
et al,, 2006; Esparza & Smith, 2024; Wyatt et al., 2021). Personal identities are located in personal
biographies and interests, and social factors that arise from group belonging, group accomplishments,
and recognition by peers and teachers (Jensen & Jetten, 2018). Within workplace settings, elements such

as regulations, workplace values, and formalized procedures and structures become internalized by
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employees (Holland, 1998) creating a shared sense of professional expectation. This requires a dynamic
process of negotiation and meaning making as personal identity is being integrated into the workplace

activities and expectations (Wang et al., 2026; Wenger, 1998).

PI development through HE learning opportunities is the focus of this study in response to calls for
more systematic study of teaching approaches to maximize student success (e.g., Jensen & Jetten, 2018).
Trede et al. (2012) found that PI is formed through critical and reflective learning, opportunities to
participate in the professional role, and aligning personal and professional values. Current pedagogical
focus for PI development emphasizes curriculum design, role-modelling, networking opportunities,
reflective processes and workplace learning opportunities across disciplinary programs (Kratze & Cox,
2020; Lewis, 2026; Reissner & Armitage-Chan, 2024).

To further this exploration on pedagogical supports for PI development, this study adopts a critical
reflective stance (Brookfield, 2009; Morley et al., 2023) to examine the conceptual assumptions and socio-
cultural factors at play for pedagogical design for discipline specific and general HE professional

practice programs.

METHODOLOGY

This study uses a narrative critical reflection methodology (Morley, 2008) to explore professional
narratives about pedagogical stances on teaching about PI development in a research university
environment. This reflexive methodology allows the research team to report on their professional
pedagogical experience and then conduct a critical analysis that aims to unpack the conceptual and
epistemological assumptions within the narratives. This methodological approach is based in both
constructivist interpretivist paradigms (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) and participatory paradigms (Reason
& Bradbury, 2001), allowing the researchers to report on their own practice to construct a thematic

framework that spans multiple fields of professional practice.

Seven experienced university staff including clinical educators, senior lecturers, associate professors,
and professors who work across the fields of biology, psychology, social work, teacher education, and
work-integrated learning, formed a research team out of a collective interest in professional identity
development. Through regular meetings and conversations, this team constructed a set of five narrative
vignettes to examine their own practice in supporting PI development among students in their
professional programs of study. These vignettes form the data set for the following analysis (labelled
V1, V2, V3, V4, and V5). The vignettes ranged between 350-550 words and were written independently,
three by single authors and two by two co-authors. The vignettes include:

V1. Situated and Negotiated PI and Employability Capitals (work-integrated learning)
V2: A Way of Being Arises from the Way of Thinking (biological sciences)

V3: A Problematizing Approach to Developing Professional Identity (teacher education)
V4: Emergence and Positionality of Self (social work)

V5: Integrating the Personal-Professional Self (psychology)
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Inductive analysis identified four themes, with particular attention to the conceptual elements of PI

within the vignette.

ANALYSIS OF VIGNETTES OF PRACTICE

The analysis resulted in four themes using a critical lens (Brookfield, 2009; Morley et al., 2023):

conceptual reframing; discipline-specific mindsets; equity orientation; and embodied ways of knowing.

First, the pedagogical practices assumed a need to reframe the students’” understanding of PI. One

vignette described the reframing process as follows:

...reframed the construct of “professional” as identity that is situated and negotiable, depending on
cultural and career contexts. ...Professional identity is framed by symbolic employability capitals (e.g.,
scholastic, agentic, cultural, social, psychological) that may be leveraged as warrants of access. In this
framing, professional identity gives purchase to employability and employment. (V1)

This example illustrates how the introduction of theoretical perspectives can help develop ways of
understanding PI. Similarly, another vignette described using conceptual frameworks to guide student

reflections:

focus our students’ reflections within a variety of conceptual frameworks or models to support their critical
analysis of core questions around learning, equity, values, and the application of disciplinary content

knowledge to help them unpack their understanding of their own identity. (V3)
A third vignette shifted the reframing of PI to a struggle that is not isolated, but shared by many:

Students often experience self-doubt, role confusion, and tensions between their personal and professional
selves, yet they can feel isolated in believing these struggles are unique to them. By making these experiences
explicit and framing them as predictable phases of identity development, they can be understood as

opportunities for growth rather than personal deficits. (V5)

The second theme focuses on discipline-specific mindsets that must be carefully cultivated pedagogically.
For example, in biological sciences, Pl is associated with “the way the biologist asks questions about the

world and how they interpret information.” Pedagogically, this is supported as follows:

I teach the biological mindset through WIL practice. This practice is usually guided in lab settings,
including in computer labs. Sometimes the students build these mindsets in small groups. In my class, I

teach statistical tools, and these are always taught in alignment with the biological mindset. (V2)
Similarly, in the teacher education vignette, the disciplinary mindset is described as:

There is a degree of citizenship responsibility placed upon a teacher. Not only are they a professional, they
are also civic actors with responsibilities to the communities they serve. By using frameworks that describe
equity, preservice teachers learn to confront and analyze their own educational experiences.... to expand
our students’ experiential understanding beyond their own way of learning in hopes of mitigating

marginalization of students who they encounter. (V3)
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The third theme is engaging with an equity orientation for PI development. Three of the five vignettes
explicitly named equity-based practice as a goal of PI development. This was reported as a design
feature in one instance: The program is designed to foster equity, ensuring students from across [the university]
have access to meaningful WIL experiences (V1). And in a second instance, it was reported as a treaty

obligation:

In Aotearoa New Zealand, being a social worker also involves te Tiriti o Waitangi [Treaty of Waitangi]
allyship and challenging social work’s complicity in colonialism, particularly in the fields of justice, health
and child protection. Learning to become a social worker is a mediated process through which students
critically engage with a range of knowledges, ethical principles and practice skills to develop their own

evolving frameworks for justice-oriented praxis. (V4)

The fourth theme described pedagogical approaches that use embodied ways of developing PI. For

example, one vignette countered the more traditional cognitive reflection:

...learning approaches to shift and disrupt cognitively oriented learning approaches. These alternate modes
of learning are important for being able to challenge Eurocentric practices which have dominated social
work and sidelined the cultural norms of service users from indigenous and culturally and linguistically

diverse communities. (V4)

Alternatively, another vignette described how the students’ views of their identity needed to be treated

holistically and through a sense of belonging:

A key aspiration is to create spaces where students feel they can bring their whole selves to their work,
including the intersectionality of identities, experiences, and cultural backgrounds that make them unique,

without fear that these aspects jeopardize their belonging in the profession. (V5)

Specific pedagogies to support this goal were identified as embedding identity reflection into casework,
role-plays, and placements help students practice negotiating the integration of their professional and personal

selves in context. (V5)

DISCUSSION & IMPLICATIONS

Echoing Jackson (2017), preparing students for employability exceeds mere skills readiness. These
themes speak to supporting PI development that is based on deeply held views of what it means to be
a professional, thus requiring theoretical and ontological foundations that may not be immediately
obvious to the students. The pedagogical response is to help students see and interpret these conceptual

frameworks through WIL and use them as tools to understand their own PI development.

The theme of disciplinary mindsets suggests that while tools and pedagogies to support PI development
are becoming more available (e.g., Tan et al., 2017), there is much that can be learned from inter-
disciplinary communities of practice which seek to share and innovate PI pedagogical practices (Parkin
& Caws, 2025). A pedagogical response is through sharing the different assumptions of PI, HE teaching

staff can be aware of these assumptions of mindset and make them more explicit to the students.
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The theme of equity orientation was not surprising in the Aotearoa New Zealand context given the
nation’s history with Te Tiriti o Waitangi, a founding document which recognizes the rights of
Indigenous Maori. There is also recognition in WIL scholarship of the need to prepare students to
respond to global challenges and the United Nations Social Development Goals (McRae et al., 2023).
This theme, however, speaks to the expansive notion of purpose within a profession. This was more
obviously stated in the professional fields that relate to human interaction (teacher education, social
work), but was also identified in the WIL vignette, which is a pan-university program. The pedagogical
response for HE could be to locate the PI development within the overall values of the institution or
community, (local and global), and not only in a singular workplace environment to foster social

responsibility and sustainable development.

Finally, the theme of embodied ways of knowing illustrates a pedagogical stance that expands beyond
cognitive sense-making and the predominance of reflective pedagogies. This theme could be enhanced
with more explicit attention to models of embodied knowing that account for positionality of the
student in their own body, the social dynamics of the workplace, and the broader commitments of the

profession (Jiménez et al., 2025).

Taken together, this analysis begins to illuminate what it means to inhabit professional practice. This
concept, drawing on Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of habitus, demonstrates that PI development transcends
performative identity elements, may extend beyond a sense of belonging, and begins to embrace the
holistic socio-cultural dimensions of identity formation (Ho et al., 2023). PI development is not
incidental to professional practice learning but must be deliberately constructed through pedagogical

design within WIL experiences and activities.

CONCLUSION

Supporting PI development in HE through the pedagogical practices of conceptually reframing PI,
acknowledging disciplinary mindsets, being equity-oriented, and addressing embodied ways of
knowing, this study underscores that Pl development through WIL in HE is both complex and
ontological. It is shaped by disciplinary cultures, student interpretation, and the evolving expectations
of professional communities. Recognizing this complexity invites educators to design experiences that
support authentic identity formation, foster belonging, and prepare students to navigate the intellectual,

interpersonal, and ethical demands of their future professions.
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INTRODUCTION

Immersive Learning Practices (ILPs) describe higher education experiences in which students are fully
engaged cognitively, emotionally, and socially over sustained periods of time. ILPs are conceptualized
through six interrelated components: authentic learning environments, autonomy and agency, time and
focus, cognitive dissonance, reflection, and facilitation (Authors et al., 2024). These components have
been observed across diverse pedagogical contexts, including service-learning, study abroad,
internships, and clinical practicums. Although ILPs occur across disciplines, they resonate strongly with
Work-Integrated Learning (WIL), where students undertake embodied tasks in professional and

community settings.

This study examines how ILPs intersect with WIL by exploring how educators conceptualize immersion
in their teaching. Drawing on qualitative questionnaires and interviews with faculty and staff from 14
institutions in the USA, Australia, and New Zealand, the research investigates how participants define,
design, and facilitate immersive learning. Although participants were not prompted to discuss WIL,
examples from placements and practicums emerged frequently, suggesting that immersive conditions

underpin many of the most impactful WIL experiences.

Across the dataset, participants highlighted authenticity, autonomy, dissonance, reflection, and
facilitation as central to students’” development of confidence and professional identity. These themes
align closely with mechanisms identified in WIL scholarship, indicating that ILPs offer a coherent
vocabulary for articulating why certain workplace learning experiences are transformative. This
alignment provides a foundation for examining how ILP components may enhance the intentional
design of workplace learning and support more equitable and developmentally attuned approaches to

graduate readiness.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Immersion has long been observed in practices such as service-learning, study abroad, internships, and
clinical practicums. These informed the ILPs framework and its six components. Situated and authentic

learning emphasize the importance of context and community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991).
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Authentic learning shifts pedagogy toward real-world tasks with sustained relevance (Herrington &
Herrington, 2006). In ILPs and WIL, authenticity is central rather than optional, aligning with WIL
scholarship that positions authenticity as a core condition for high-quality learning design (Ferns et al.,
2014).

Autonomy and agency are equally critical. Autonomy refers to meaningful student control, supported
through scaffolding and linked to intrinsic motivation (Smith, 2008). Agency involves intentional
interaction shaped by social roles and culture (Archer, 1995). In ILPs and WIL, autonomy and agency
develop progressively rather than being assumed. WIL research similarly highlights the importance of
structured opportunities for students to exercise judgement and independence as they develop
professional identity (Jackson, 2015; Trede et al., 2012).

Time and focus also matter. Learning deepens when students have extended, concentrated periods of
engagement. WIL quality frameworks emphasize intentional design and adequate duration to support

meaningful participation (Smith, Ferns & Russell, 2014).

Cognitive dissonance, identified by Mezirow (1978) as a catalyst for transformation, occurs when
learners encounter unfamiliar norms or conflicting expectations. In immersive contexts, dissonance
prompts critical reflection and perspective shifts, particularly when supported by structured guidance
(Kiely, 2005). WIL studies similarly describe threshold moments in workplace learning where

discomfort becomes a driver of identity development (Jackson, 2016).

Reflection, traced to Dewey (1933), is essential in ILPs and WIL. Structured prompts and dialogic
approaches elicit deeper learning than unstructured reflection (Harvey et al., 2016). WIL research
positions guided reflection as a mechanism through which students make sense of workplace

experiences, integrate theory and practice, and develop emerging professional identities.

The teacher as facilitator plays a central role. Facilitators design environments, scaffold participation,
and support students through uncertainty (Rogers, 1969). In WIL, this role may be shared between
university staff and workplace supervisors, but it remains pivotal to how immersion is experienced and
interpreted (Zegwaard & Coll, 2011).

Together, these strands of literature position immersive learning as a constellation of pedagogical
conditions that align closely with the mechanisms through which high-quality WIL supports student
development. Incorporating established WIL frameworks and identity-focused scholarship strengthens
the conceptual bridge between ILPs and WIL and situates the study within the broader field (Patrick et
al., 2008). This alignment provides a foundation for examining how ILP components may enhance the

intentional design of workplace learning.

METHODS

Individual interviews (n=54) were audio-recorded by researchers and transcribed verbatim by research
assistants. Interviewees consisted of higher-education teaching faculty, staff, and administrators from
14 institutions—including four-year public, four-year private, and graduate-specific institutions—

across the USA, Australia, and New Zealand. The interview protocol contained 14 open-ended
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questions and focused on descriptive and definitional aspects of immersive learning. The questionnaire
invited open-ended reflections on immersive learning, and interviews probed how participants
designed, facilitated, and interpreted immersive experiences, including those situated in workplace or

community contexts. The study received institutional ethics approval (IRB ID: 20-102).

Thematic analysis was used to interpret the open-ended survey and interview data (Clarke & Braun,
2017). The analysis began by exploring theoretical concepts hypothesized to contribute to immersive
learning practices. An inductive coding approach was used, with codes developed from the data rather
than from a pre-existing frame (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Inter-rater reliability procedures reinforced the
trustworthiness of the findings: research team members independently reviewed nine interview
transcripts, each generating initial codes, before meeting as a full team to create categories and identify
emerging themes. The analysis paid particular attention to moments where participants described
authenticity, dissonance, autonomy, reflection, or identity development, as these aligned with
established WIL mechanisms and offered insight into how ILP components may enhance workplace

learning design.

Across the dataset, participants most frequently described immersion through authenticity, autonomy,
dissonance, reflection, and facilitation —five ILP components that also underpin high-quality WIL. Time
and focus, while central to the ILP framework, appeared implicitly rather than as a standalone theme,
embedded within extended engagement in authentic tasks, prolonged exposure to challenging
situations, and the sustained facilitation required to support students’ learning. These patterns informed
how participants understood students’ confidence, identity development, and capacity to navigate

professional expectations.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Participants described immersion as a process that unfolds through authenticity, autonomy, dissonance,
reflection, and facilitation —five ILP components that also underpin high-quality WIL. Their accounts
revealed how immersive conditions shape students” confidence, identity development, and capacity to

navigate professional expectations.

Authenticity emerged as the most frequently referenced element. Participants described learning
environments where students engaged in real tasks, interacted with community partners, or worked
with genuine constraints. These experiences were seen as transformative because they required students
to take responsibility and make decisions with real consequences. Participants” examples mirrored WIL
scholarship emphasizing that authentic tasks and contexts are central to meaningful workplace learning
(Ferns et al., 2014). Authenticity was also linked to students’ sense of legitimacy as emerging

professionals.

Autonomy and agency were described as essential but challenging to design. Participants noted that
students often needed structured support before they could act independently. This aligns with research
showing that agency develops progressively as students negotiate expectations and roles in professional
settings (Jackson, 2015; Trede, et al., 2012). Participants emphasized that immersion required

opportunities for students to make decisions, manage uncertainty, and take ownership of their learning.
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Cognitive dissonance appeared in moments when students encountered unfamiliar norms, conflicting
expectations, or ambiguous tasks. Participants described these moments as uncomfortable but necessary
for growth. These accounts reflect WIL studies identifying dissonance as a catalyst for identity
development and reflective practice (Jackson, 2016). Participants stressed that dissonance alone was
insufficient; facilitation and structured reflection were needed to help students interpret and learn from

these experiences.

Reflection was described as the mechanism that connected experience to learning. Participants used
prompts, dialogue, and iterative feedback to help students articulate what they were noticing and how
their perspectives were shifting. Reflection was seen as particularly important when students faced

dissonance or uncertainty.

The teacher as facilitator was central across all accounts. Participants described designing environments
that balanced challenge and support, scaffolding students” engagement, and helping them navigate
complex interpersonal or professional dynamics. This role aligns with WIL literature that highlights the
shared pedagogical work of university staff and workplace supervisors in supporting students’

transitions into professional communities (Zegwaard & Coll, 2011).

Across the dataset, participants’” unprompted references to placements, practicums, and workplace
interactions indicated that ILP components naturally underpin many impactful WIL experiences. These
patterns suggest that ILPs offer a coherent vocabulary for understanding why certain WIL designs are
effective and how immersive conditions contribute to students’ confidence, identity formation, and

readiness for professional practice.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION

The findings show that ILP components —authenticity, autonomy, dissonance, reflection, facilitation,
and time—map closely onto the mechanisms that underpin high-quality WIL. Participants’
unprompted references to placements and practicums indicate that immersive conditions are already
embedded within many workplace learning designs, even when not explicitly named as such. Viewing
WIL through an ILPs lens offers a coherent vocabulary for articulating why certain experiences are
transformative and how pedagogical conditions shape students’ confidence, identity development, and

readiness for professional practice.

Authenticity aligned with WIL research emphasizing real-world tasks and meaningful engagement
with professional communities. Autonomy and agency emerged as developmental processes requiring
structured support, reflecting studies that position identity formation as a negotiated and relational
experience. Cognitive dissonance appeared as a productive tension that, when supported through
facilitation and reflection, enabled students to reevaluate assumptions and develop professional
judgement. These parallels suggest that ILPs provide a pedagogical scaffold for designing WIL

experiences that are intentional, equitable, and developmentally attuned.

The role of the teacher as facilitator was critical across all examples. Participants described designing
environments that balanced challenge and support, guiding students through uncertainty, and helping

them interpret complex interpersonal or professional dynamics. This relational work mirrors the
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dual-facilitator model in WIL, where university staff and workplace supervisors share responsibility for

supporting students’ transitions into professional communities.

The study contributes to WIL scholarship by offering ILPs as a conceptual framework that can enhance
the intentional design of workplace learning. Integrating ILP components into WIL planning may
strengthen coherence across curricula, support more equitable student experiences, and provide
educators with a shared language for articulating pedagogical decisions. Future research could examine
how ILPs operate across different WIL models, how students experience these components over time,
and how institutions can support educators in designing immersive, high-quality learning

environments.
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INTRODUCTION

Research over the last decade on higher education (HE) in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) posits that
entrepreneurship education (EE) can address youth unemployment, enable technology and knowledge
transfer, empower women, and reduce poverty (Beugré, 2017; Leger et al., 2024; Owusu Ansah et al.,
2019). In academia, EE is now regarded as a distinct discipline, emphasizing experiential, practice-based
learning which develops entrepreneurial mindsets and skills (Winborg & Hagg, 2020; Hagg &
Kurczewska, 2020). Beyond pure venture creation, EE fosters opportunity recognition, creativity,
innovation, resilience, and enhanced employability across diverse sectors (Kuratko, 2005; Eisenstein &
Raz, 2021). Work-integrated learning (WIL) is a pedagogical approach that authentically teaches
entrepreneurship within real-world settings. As one of nine recognized modalities of WIL (McRae et al.,
2018), EE combines contextualized content and experiences—such as courses, incubators, and
accelerators—embedded in curricular and co-curricular spaces in HEIs (Eisenstein, 2022). It is
positioned within global policy and institutional strategies as essential for employability and

adaptability in an uncertain economy (de Waal & Maritz, 2022).

This paper explores the Health Entrepreneurship (HENT) pillar of the Africa Health Collaborative
(AHC), a partnership among nine universities across two continents that delivers diverse WIL to
support EE. Central to this investigation is answering which aspects of the HENT framework enable
effective WIL delivery to entrepreneurs in SSA. Through case-based research within a constructivist
paradigm, the authors reflect on co-design and facilitation across two institutions, sharing lessons from
the AHC partnership (Creswell, 2018; O’Brien, 2014). The qualitative study highlights successes and
challenges, showcasing this partnership as an ideal model for cross-cultural, multidisciplinary
collaboration that leverages WIL to support thousands of entrepreneurs annually (Africa Health
Collaborative, 2025). It addresses common EE challenges, including gender, access, professional
development, and funding (Cvijanovi¢, 2019; Lee, 2024; Robb et al., 2024; Sundermeier & Steenblock,
2024). This case study offers new insights for WIL practitioners on engaging entrepreneurs and

establishing cross-cultural institutional partnerships in Africa.
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CONTEXT

Youth unemployment remains a global crisis, especially in Africa (African Development Bank, 2016)
and the Global South. Although training and research institutions are adapting programs to close skills
gaps, these efforts alone can't absorb the growing youth workforce (Leger et al., 2024). WIL helps
graduates transition to work, but without creating more jobs, the employment gap persists (Sriram et
al., 2020).

This paper uses the AHC as a case study to explore how WIL modalities like applied research projects,
service learning, and work experience (McRae et al., 2018) have been adapted amongst HEIs in the AHC,
funders, and industry to support entrepreneurs in Africa. It adopts an international view to highlight
the role of cross-regional collaborations in fostering innovation, job creation, and sustainable
employment. The paper argues that entrepreneurship-oriented WIL models can enhance skills and help

address youth employment challenges.

Africa Health Collaborative

Since 2022, the AHC established a network of eight HEIs across SSA and one from Canada, aiming to
improve youth employability and health across Africa (AHC, 2026). It uses HEIs as centers for

knowledge exchange to foster innovation, improve capacity, develop skills, and create quality jobs.

The AHC has three pillars focused on health systems in Africa. The Health Employment (HEMP) pillar
builds workforce skills by addressing service demands and supporting staff retention. The HENT pillar
fosters innovation and employment by empowering women and youth entrepreneurs through training,
mentorship, and finance. The Health Ecosystems (HECO) pillar provides multidisciplinary skills for

sectoral growth.

Health Entrepreneurship Pillar

AHC’s entrepreneurial approach is grounded in experiential learning theory, which holds that
knowledge is gained through experience, reflection, and social interaction (Kolb, 1984; Vygotsky, 1978).
This aligns with WIL pedagogy, in which learners are engaged in applying theory and developing skills
(Rose, 2023; Zegwaard, 2019). Students learn by doing —designing, testing, and iterating solutions in
supportive networks. AHC’s cross-regional partnership, co-designed with international partners,

enables ongoing learning and adaptation, enhancing impact and scalability across Africa.

METHODS

A constructivist ontology is applied to guide this case study, drawing upon reflections from two
institutional partners involved in the AHC partnership (Creswell, 2018; Twomey-Fosnot, 2005). The
constructivist paradigm, as defined below, provides a framework for linking various modalities of WIL
and EE to the social construction of knowledge and to interpret the models and outcomes under review
(Kolb, 1984; Piaget, 1978; Vygotsky, 1978). In order to analyze the authors’ experience in co-designing
and facilitating these programs as a case (Richards & Morse, 2013), data were purposively gathered
from two of nine AHC universities. Publications, program KPIs from reports, and variables related to

the program’s design, delivery, and outcomes since 2022 will be analyzed and interpreted to generate
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insights and perspectives to better inform WIL practitioners engaging in cross-cultural partnerships in
the Global South.

Constructivism

In constructivism, learners gradually develop knowledge through interpretation, discussion, and
reflection as they make sense of their environment (Creswell, 2018; Twomey-Fosnot, 2005). Piaget (1978)
and Vygotsky (1978) emphasize that knowledge is socially constructed within existing understandings
of the world, as interpreted uniquely by each person, and culturally influenced (Carpendale et al., 2023).

In WIL, learning is active and ongoing, unlike one-way teaching (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). EE is shaped by
learners' experiences, environment, local values, and norms, especially in Africa (Biao et al., 2023; Chen
et al. (2021). Society and individuals can foster positive change (Biao et al., 2023). This explanation

situates WIL and entrepreneurship within the program and the African context.

Case Study of Two Institutional Partners

The case below examines EE within SSA universities through the program design of HENT offerings in
the AHC and the use of WIL by two university-based programs (Anosike & Oluwatobi, 2021; Robb et
al., 2014; Valerio et al., 2014). The summary includes outcomes achieved since 2022 and their
contributing success factors, offering insights for WIL practitioners on managing cross-cultural, pan-

continental collaborations and multi-modal WIL.

The African Institute for Mathematical Sciences (AIMS), based in Kigali, Rwanda, established in 2003,
has developed the largest pan-African network of centers of excellence dedicated to postgraduate
training in the mathematical sciences, research, and public engagement (AIMS, 2026). Guided by core
values of excellence, equity, inclusion, Pan-Africanism, and integrity, AIMS advances an education
model that combines rigorous academic training with experiential learning. Through innovative
international partnerships, AIMS provides unique WIL opportunities that cultivate independent
thinking, problem-solving, and innovation, thereby contributing to Africa’s long-term scientific,
educational, and economic self-sufficiency. In addition to its Rwanda campus, AIMS had centers of

excellence in Cameroon, Ghana, Senegal, and South Africa (Tarrant & Kimpolo, 2025).

The University of Toronto (U of T) is Canada's top research university (Arsenault & Fenton, 2021) is the
only North American institution in the AHC. Three campus accelerators (The BRIDGE, H2i and ICUBE)
support the HENT Pillar with co-designed programs, notably the African Impact Challenge (AIC), in
partnership with the African Impact Initiative (AIl) (Ki, 2021; Ngabo, 2021; UTSC, 2024). Launched in
2020, AIC empowers early-stage African innovators to develop solutions that improve access and
affordability, targeting non-consumption (Ngabo, 2021; UTSC, 2020). Since 2020, AIC has supported

over 7,000 entrepreneurs and provided over 1,000 curricular WIL experiences.

DISCUSSION AND FINDINGS

This section explores the AHC’s comprehensive, integrated approach to entrepreneurship development

and discusses these findings. Early-stage entrepreneurs receive institutional supports, capacity-

\\ Clare Dannenberg, Jenny Fleming & Karsten E. Zegwaard \ "
\\ \ w A c E Combined Refereed Proceedings of the 6th WACE International & - 64
\ \\ A dhonasd Research Symposium, on Cooperative and Work-Integrated Education Work-Integrated Learning New Zealand

- “:r_dvi gf.:(ipd(:jr:a‘ ;n and the WILNZ Annual Conference, Auckland, 2026 Tuia te ako, tuia te mahi, tuia te ara whaihua &




building, and modest funding. These will be discussed alongside the challenges, and outcomes achieved
across the AHC to date.

Institutional Supports

At the institutional level, partners create enabling environments, equipping emerging entrepreneurs
with the resources, knowledge, and mentorship needed to translate ideas into viable solutions that
address pressing societal challenges. This includes mentorship from professionals and alumni, access
to maker spaces, and consultative services from WIL students in applied research projects under faculty
guidance. These supports are often referred to in the EE literature as “wrap-around supports” (Robb et

al,, 2014, p. 21) and serve as key drivers of innovation (Kalule et al., 2017).

Capacity Building for Entrepreneurs

Capacity building is foundational to this approach, with a focus on learner-centered EE (Kalule et al.,
2017). Through structured, module-based certification programs, women and youth entrepreneurs
acquire essential entrepreneurial competencies, strengthening their ability to identify opportunities,

develop sustainable business models, and navigate early-stage venture development.

WIL Supporting Entrepreneurs

To address gaps between training and real-world application, AIMS promotes WIL opportunities that
connect skilled data scientists with health technology start-ups. Recognizing the growing demand
among health ventures for advanced data science expertise, one institutional partner has introduced the
Health Ventures Data Science Fellowship Program, which provides work experience to talented
mathematical scientists within start-ups to support data management, analytics, and innovation. This
model not only provides timely, sector-relevant professional experiences to early-career data scientists

but simultaneously enhances start-up capacity.

The BRIDGE at UTSC is an innovation center that delivers WIL experiences to all Management students
at UTSC (Arsenault & Fenton, 2021). The three staff members who support entrepreneurship and WIL
coordinate with industry and community partners to deliver applied research projects in 42 courses per
year. They support AIC by co-designing an average of five applied research projects per year. These
involve students acting as consultants to address the needs of Africa-based ventures to co-develop

marketing plans, business strategies, accounting processes, and investment readiness.

Financial Resources

Additionally, access to financial resources complements institutional and skills support. AHC partners
provide seed funding and financial readiness training to promising entrepreneurs to prototype, test,
and scale solutions addressing development priorities, community needs, and industry challenges.
Together, these interconnected support mechanisms strengthen entrepreneurial ecosystems and

contribute to sustainable innovation and employment creation by addressing systemic barriers in EE.

Program Challenges

Uneven program funding that delayed engagement, resource-dependent WIL programs (Zegwaard et

al., 2019), cross-continental coordination across time zones, and diverse African entrepreneurial
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identities (Robb et al., 2014) were initial challenges faced by HENT partners. Overcoming this required
thoughtful design, understanding the audience's needs, and a continuous improvement mindset. This

intentional approach resulted in tremendous outcomes for HENT and the AHC as outlined below.

Program Outcomes

Since its inception, the AHC has engaged with over 7,000 health ventures through capacity-building
programming. 2,400 ventures have received other supports from the collaborative, with 120 of them
being incubated. 56 of those ventures have received funding. Collectively, ventures have raised more
than $15M USD in investment and generated $18M USD in revenue. Over 34% of those businesses are
led by women, which is higher than the average in SSA, and in the entrepreneurship space generally

and helps reduce gaps that exist in access to funding for that demographic (OECD, 2024).

AIMS successfully opened its first incubator in Rwanda in 2025. During this launch, AIMS facilitated
the Innovation Competition Program, in which five teams were shortlisted to pitch their solutions. The
winning teams received the AIMS Incubation Fellowship, which provides financial support,

entrepreneurship training and mentorship to advance the development of their innovations.

With the onset of the AHC, AIC has provided capacity-building training to 6,030 African ventures
involved. 37 of those have been incubated, creating access to over $1,000,000 in funding and resources.
Additionally, 871 undergraduate Management students at UTSC have participated in a WIL experience
supporting an AIC venture, facilitated through the BRIDGE. These accomplishments earned AIC
recognition from the United Nations for sustainable development and social impact (Ngabo, 2021). It
has proven to be a successful model for contextualized entrepreneurial training in SSA and high-quality

WIL engagements for experiential business education.

CONCLUSION

This case study demonstrates how the AHC effectively leverages WIL to further develop
entrepreneurial capacity, improve employability, and foster inclusive innovation ecosystems across
SSA. The integrated model outlined above highlights the blending of institutional supports, capacity
building, WIL, and access to funding, while illustrating the power of cross-continent partnerships.
Thousands of ventures have benefited from the scalable, contextually relevant outcomes delivered by
the AHC. For practitioners, these findings showcase the power of co-designed, contextually relevant,
and adaptive programming in meeting the needs of diverse learners and ventures alike. Future research
should explore long-term venture survival in Africa, gendered access outcomes, and the transferability

of the HENT model to non-health sectors or other development contexts.
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INTRODUCTION

Throughout life, there are multiple points of socialization, underpinned by intrinsic desires to better
understand ourselves and our place within new environments (Aderiye, 2022). One such moment of
inflexion occurs when individuals enter new settings with entrenched norms, such as a workplace, a
phenomenon that is especially evident for students participating in work-integrated learning (WIL)
(Twomey & Pretti, 2023).

WIL is a pedagogical approach that integrates academic learning with real or simulated work
experiences, preparing students for an uncertain future (CEWIL Canada, 2021; Jackson, 2015). During
WIL, students transition between academic and professional settings, a process Twomey and Pretti

(2023) call a “complex organizational switch” (p. 78).

Organizational Socialization Theory (Feldman, 1981; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979, OST) is leveraged in
this paper to explain this process, by highlighting that workplaces are complicated social environments
that require individuals to successfully navigate diverse interactions, power dynamics, domain-specific
learning, and context-defined ways of doing to become contributing members of the organization (Saks
& Gruman, 2012; Twomey & Pretti, 2023). Previous research highlights the significance of the
organizational socialization process in reducing co-op students’ uncertainty at work (Pennaforte et al.,
2016; Twomey & Pretti, 2023). This area remains under-researched in WIL at the individual level and in
relation to co-operative education (co-op) (Pennaforte et al., 2016; Twomey & Pretti, 2023).

Through WIL, individuals explore professional environments in educational programs that foster work-
readiness (Jackson, 2017) and proactive socialization (Saks et al., 2011). Proactive socialization behaviors
like information seeking play a key role in successful socialization. Based on coping theory, this is called
“approach coping” (Knapp & Drewery, 2025, p. 77), in which students actively confront uncertainty and
anxiety to reach developmental goals in WIL. Recent studies show people are willing to use proactive
socialization behaviors to build genuine workplace relationships —being true to themselves rather than

conforming (Montani et al., 2019).
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In order to promote the development of this authenticity, critical thinking and reflection, defined as the
“ability to analyze one’s own actions in order to propose alternative responses to organizational and
academic stimuli” (Pennaforte et al, 2022, p. 204) can enhance students' coping by building resilience
and adaptability, helping them identify priorities (Drewery et al., 2023; Jackson & Trede, 2023;
Winchester-Seeto & Rowe, 2023). Through WIL, this critical thinking is expressed at many points before,
during, and after the organizational period, particularly during the preliminary stages during moments
of uncertainty, which reflects the challenge of learning the unknown, where troublesome knowledge is
acquired, and the learner’s self-understanding is tested and humbled (Hatt, 2018; O’Mahony et al., 2023;
Meyer & Land, 2005).

In this context, drawing on organizational socialization theory (Aderide, 2022; Saks & Gruman, 2012)
and threshold concept theory (Meyer & Land, 2005), this theoretical paper aims to examine the
importance of critical thinking in helping individuals cope and adapt authentically during the
organizational socialization phase in WIL. More specifically, this paper examines how critical thinking,

developed during the preliminary stages, promotes the authentic development of individuals in WIL.

This paper proposes a theoretical model that visually represents the process of organizational
acculturation, highlighting the frequency and catalytic importance of moments of critical thinking that
could impact one’s authentic development in WIL across several stages. In doing so, it offers a detailed
and unique understanding of how WIL programs must adapt to individuals' new relationships with

work.

This paper will first present the theoretical framework, then propose a research agenda, and finally

discuss the model’s practical implications.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Developing critical thinking and reflexivity that fosters authenticity are foundational actions that
underpin the theoretical frameworks of organizational socialization and the threshold concepts

presented below.

Organizational socialization and coping through Work-integrated learning

Organizational socialization is a process of managing uncertainty that enables newcomers to adapt to a
new work context, learn the norms they need to perform, and become members of an organization
(Feldman, 1976; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). The transition from academia to work is intense, and
participation in WIL can cause stress and anxiety and affect student well-being (Knapp & Drewery,
2025; Twomey & Pretti, 2023). To achieve successful socialization in a WIL context, students may adopt
proactive socialization behaviors (Pennaforte et al., 2016), such as information seeking (Cooper-Thomas
& Burke, 2012; Delobbe & de Boer, 2022; Saks et al., 2011). These behaviors are defined as anticipatory,
future-oriented actions undertaken by individuals to exert control over themselves and their work
environments (Delobbe & de Boer, 2022). Such behaviors significantly enhance newcomers’ adjustment
within the organization (Cooper-Thomas & Burke, 2012; Zhao et al.,, 2023) and facilitate the learning
required to assume job responsibilities (Ashforth et al., 2007; Chao, 2012; Cooper-Thomas et al., 2014).
Knapp and Drewery (2025) suggest that approach coping involves assertively addressing stress through
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problem-solving and proactively accessing support (Knapp & Drewery, 2025; Gustems-Carnicer &
Calderon, 2013; Roth & Cohen, 1986).

The development of proactive socialization behaviors enables individuals to be socialized across key
organizational domains (Chao, 2012), such as task mastery, social integration, and role clarity within
the organization (Chao, 2012; Saks ef al., 2011). The repeated enactment of these proactive socialization
behaviors, combined with phases of critical reflection, contributes to the development of successful
organizational socialization (Delobbe & de Boer, 2022). Winchester-Seeto and Rowe (2023) suggest that
practising critical and reflexive thinking before, during, and after WIL helps students cope during

difficult moments of transition.

The development of proactive socialization behaviors enables individuals to be socialized either
authentically or confirmatively in key organizational domains (Chao, 2012), such as task mastery, social
integration, and role clarity within the organization (Chao, 2012; Montani et al., 2019; Saks et al., 2011).
The development of authenticity, which remains positively associated with favorable behaviors
towards the organization, such as commitment (Montani et al., 2019), can be promoted in WIL by the
many opportunities for reflexivity and critical thinking, as shown in Figure 1. These occur before and
during the organizational acculturation process, as the individual proactively develops their

authenticity through critical thinking.

Figure 1 distils the theories above to illustrate a co-op student’s reflective journey through the
organizational socialization process during a co-op-seeking cycle and a work term. It reflects the initial
job application cycle through to the completion of their work term. Figure 1 shows three organizational
socialization phases during a co-op cycle: the anticipatory, encounter, and metamorphic phases,
identified by Garavan & Murphy (2001) and Twomey & Pretti (2023). The anticipatory phase, called
“Getting In,” spans four months outside the workplace, from seeking a work term to onboarding. The
encounter and metamorphic phases last four months and involve organizational acculturation and
professional growth, termed “Breaking In” and “Settling In,” respectively, which occur during the work

term.

Each socialization stage suggested above involves students’ goal setting, reflection, and exercising
agency to pursue or avoid opportunities. Early on, students face the unknown (liminality) (Meyer &
Land, 2003; 2005), making conscious choices to approach or avoid coping with uncertainty (Knapp &
Drewery, 2025). Approach coping leads to understanding their social setting and self through phases
like 'Getting In," 'Breaking In," and ‘Settling In’ (Garavan & Murphy, 2001; Twomey & Pretti, 2023). If
they choose avoidance coping, they reassess goals through reflection (Knapp & Drewery, 2025). The
repetition of these proactive behaviors, combined with phases of critical reflection, contributes to the

development of successful organizational socialization (Delobbe & de Boer, 2022).

Therefore, we propose the following first hypothesis: the development of critical thinking promotes the

authenticity of WIL students in organizations and positively impacts their organizational socialization.
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Threshold Concepts
Threshold concepts (TCs), developed by Meyer and Land (2003; 2005), reflect learning in emerging

multidisciplinary knowledge. TCs are transformative, integrative, irreversible, bounded, and
troublesome (Kiley, 2009; Meyer & Land, 2003). TCs draw on foundational disciplinary knowledge
(Kiley, 2009) and, in this analysis, are linked to professional identity development and to how

individuals process information and adapt to the workplace (O’'Mahony et al., 2023).

The liminal state, as described by Meyer and Land (2003), reflects the challenge of learning the
unknown, where troublesome knowledge is acquired, and the learner’s self-understanding is tested and
humbled (Hatt, 2018; O’'Mahony et al., 2023; Meyer & Land, 2005). During liminality, learners may face
anxiety, depression, and hopelessness as their worldview is disrupted (Kiley, 2009). TC theory posits
the learning in liminal phases as transformational (Meyer & Land, 2003, 2005; Twomey & Pretti, 2023).
Figure 1's framework suggests workplace acculturation involves thresholds students must cross to
adapt to organizational norms. The ‘getting in,” ‘breaking in,” and ‘settling in" phases feature multiple
liminal stages that students aim to transcend during their induction, where knowledge is disruptive,

transformative, and humbling (Garavan & Murphy, 2001; Twomey & Pretti, 2023).

Therefore, we propose the following second hypothesis: repeating preliminary states dedicated to
critical thinking promotes authenticity among WIL students in organizations and positively impacts

their organizational socialization.
RESEARCH AGENDA

To understand the relationship between the development of critical thinking in the early stages and the
development of authenticity at work by WIL students, we propose the following research agenda for a
future study:

1. Identification of a test sample (WIL students enrolled in a WIL program in Canada and

Switzerland) and a control sample.

2. Test both hypotheses using a longitudinal study framework to understand when students

engage in critical thinking (Figure 1) and what this means for their organizational socialization.

3. Analyze data and discuss findings.
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Anticipatory Phase

FIGURE 1: A theoretical model for organizational socialization for a co-op work-term

Outside the Organization

Instances of Critical Reflection

Pursuit of WIL Getting In
E“PE"_E"‘TE Expectation Building
Begins
Approach Recruitment | - jonaling
Coping and Selection Development of
Goal Exercising of Selection of T New
Identification Agency Coping Strategy eca Understanding
Avoidance Information kence-makin
Coping Seeking
Critical Reflection J Beginning WIL
Experience
T
State of Liminality | | Knowledge Threshold |

Within The Organization

PR

Encounter Phase

Metamorphic Phase

Instances of Critical Reflection |
Breaking In
On-boarding/ Induction
Confronting | Expectation
Development of Realities | Management Approach

— New Coping

Understanding

.—I lection of Exercising of oal identification
Relationship [Task and Role| Coping Strategy Agency
—_— Building Learning Avoidance
Coping
Acculturation intg
the Organizational Ciritical Reflection
Culture
I
| Knowledge Threshold | | State of Liminality |

O—I Instances of Critical Reflection

Settling In
Personal/ Professional Change
Task Mastery
Role Clarity and
Advanced _
Approach Task Accrual Effective
Coping R i Socialisation
Functional | and value
N Exercising of Selection of Performance | Assimilation
Goal Agency Coping Strategy
End of WIL
R Experience
Avoidance
Coping pu—
Development of New|
Critical Reflection Understanding

State of Liminality

| ‘ Knowledge Threshold |

SUIUOJ JNO5 ~

SUIUO JNoq ~

Figure 1 shows the organizational socialization process during co-op, highlighting 21 instances of

critical thinking to navigate liminality and acculturate effectively.
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DISCUSSION

This paper is theoretical; we do not propose results; rather, we wish to explore theoretical assumptions
and practical implications for the development of students' authenticity in WIL to understand the role

of critical thinking in organizational socialization during WIL.

Theoretical Assumptions

The search for authenticity remains a salient feature of individuals' behavior during organizational
socialization (Montani et al., 2019). This search promotes the construction of professional identity in
WIL (O'Mahony et al., 2023) and underscores the importance of individuals' proactivity in preparing to
work. In this vein, this paper proposes a new proactive socialization, identifying 21 instances of critical
thinking —serving as a central driver to fostering authenticity and success in organizational socialization
(Delobbe & de Boer, 2022).

Practical Implications

This paper advances practice through research by underscoring the importance of embedding multiple
reflective phases throughout students’ developmental trajectories during co-op, spanning both
academic and work terms. It emphasizes the need to create meaningful connections between various
moments of critical thinking and reflection during the organizational socialization processes students
experience during WIL. It is posited that doing so deepens the understanding of students” identity
construction processes. To achieve this, the paper proposes a structured, multi-phase approach to
developing critical thinking that incorporates dedicated opportunities for reflection as shown in Figure
1. Furthermore, it advocates granting students significant autonomy while fostering bilateral dialogue
during these structured reflective moments. Such periods of inflexion can be facilitated in face-to-face

settings, remotely, or through a cooperative monitoring-and-support application.

CONCLUSION

This practical model for co-op student organizational acculturation proposed above is based on OST
(Feldman, 1976; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979) and threshold concepts (Meyer & Land, 2003). It suggests
socialization is accelerated through iterative, structured reflections during phases such as 'Getting In’,
‘Breaking In', and 'Settling In' (Twomey & Pretti, 2023). These reflections help students transform
troublesome knowledge, cope with an approach-oriented mindset, and exercise authentic agency,
improving task mastery, role clarity, social integration, and identity. The model recommends
embedding regular, scaffolded reflections that connect academics with workplace realities and social
engagement. Empirically, the timing and intensity of reflection should be tested with co-op students,
measuring outcomes such as well-being and socialization behaviors —a current limitation of this initial
exploratory work. Framing conformity as “conforming authentically” shows WIL as a space for

critically learning norms while maintaining an authentic professional self.
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INTRODUCTION

There are increased expectations that universities are responsible for ensuring students receive career-
ready training to support their transition to the labor market. Employers report students not having the
expected transferable skills as one of the top hiring challenges (Sattler & Peters, 2013) with recent
graduates demonstrating fewer of these skills than previous graduates (Business Council of Ontario
2022). To address the skills gap, universities and industry are encouraged to collaborate and
communicate regularly (Aggarwal & Mishra, 2024; Ferns et al.,, 2019). Collaboration is particularly
important for arts disciplines with less history in the Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) space (Collis,
2010). Chatoor et al. (2024), recommends every Post-Secondary Institution in Ontario, Canada, provide
students with Experiential Learning or WIL opportunities to support labor market entry. However,
changing resources (e.g., funding reductions, increased enrolments), a dynamic labor market affected
by economic challenges, high youth unemployment, and the integration of generative and autonomous
artificial intelligence tools, risks the collaboration necessary for universities to stay on top of industry

demands. Universities can benefit from a more efficient system to address the transferable skills gap.

The goal of this study is to identify patterns of in-demand transferable skills based on category of
academic program of study using job postings advertised to co-operative education students at a
comprehensive university in Ontario, Canada. Specifically, we explore differences in STEM (Science,
Technology, Engineering, Math) and BHASE (Business, Humanities, Health, Arts, Social Science,
Education) academic programs using Natural Language Processing methods. Findings will support

universities to identify and embed targeted employability-skill development activities in their curricula.

RELATED WORK

Transferable skills (also known as soft, transformational, foundational, human, or non-technical skills)
have been identified as imperative skills needed by recent graduates to navigate an unpredictable labor
market (Royal Bank of Canada, 2018). Human resources professionals have also signaled the increased

importance of these skills in prospective hires (Succi & Canovi, 2020). Employers who hire students in
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WIL programs (e.g., co-operative education) have indicated the lack of expected transferable skills as
one of their top challenges, second only to the time required to hire, train and supervise students (Sattler
& Peters, 2013).

Universities are teaching students’ broad employability skills not necessarily aligned with immediate
labor market entry at graduation (Aggarwal & Mishra, 2024). In STEM fields, there is often more focus
on technical skills (Rayner & Papakonstantinou, 2015). Students also report not receiving sufficient
transferable skills training required upon graduation. Ontario post-secondary students rated
transferable skill development in school as less than the level required for the job market, specifically in
the areas of leadership, teamwork, and creative and innovative thinking (Biss & Pichette, 2018). Lack of
transferable skills training in the Canadian context is also cited as a barrier for international students in

Canada seeking employment when they graduation (Nguyen & Sharma, 2024).

Natural Language Processing (NLP) has been used to successfully cluster and predict sector specific
trends in transferable skills referenced in job postings (Lukauskas et al., 2023; Senger et al., 2024,). Saatc1
et al. (2024) screened technical and transferable skills listed in resumes to match with requirements in
job descriptions and found less efficacy for transferable skills matching compared to technical skills.
Other job description text analysis research reported transferable skills differ by discipline and change
over time (Fraeys de Veubeke et al, 2025) and “human skills” associated with personality (e.g.,
empathic, emotional intelligence) are rarely found in job ads (Antonie et al., 2024). Text mining of
academic curriculum, academic papers and job advertisements demonstrate students are not receiving
transferable skills development required for employment (Borner et al., 2018). Relative to non-stem
occupations on O*Net, critical thinking and complex problem solving were more important in STEM
fields than BHASE (Jang, 2016).

This work expands Fraeys de Veubeke et al. (2025) findings, who used Term Frequency-Inverse
Document Frequency (TFIDF) to reveal transferable skills patterns within job postings advertised to
Engineering and IT academic programs. TFIDF does not account for context or other associated words
in a sentence (e.g., no communication needed). This work considers all co-operative education programs

at a university and applies context-aware NLP tools to more accurately capture patterns.

METHODS

De-identified co-operative education job posting data were downloaded from a mid-sized (30,000
students) comprehensive university job board in Ontario, Canada. Research Ethics Board approval was
not required for use of this data, however, all authors completed TCPS 2 CORE training and signed
non-disclosure agreements to ensure data privacy and security. The dataset consisted of 483,072 rows
of co-op job postings linked to 84 academic disciplines from 2012 to 2025. Key fields included a unique
job ID, job title, description, and posting goes live date, and the academic program to which the job was
advertised. Jobs satisfying educational requirements of multiple academic programs would be
duplicated; one row per academic program. For example, a client services role would have multiple

rows for applicable majors: public management, psychology, marketing management, and history.
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Data were cleaned and pre-processed (e.g., tokenized, lemmatized) using Python (version 3.14.2).
Cleaning involved normalizing text fields, standardizing posting goes live dates, lowercasing and
normalizing job descriptions, removing HTML encoding artifacts, and combining all program sheets
into a unified dataset. Job postings were labelled as STEM or BHASE based on the college to which the
academic program was located (e.g., College of Arts assigned BHASE and College of Engineering
assigned STEM).

The MiniLM version of BERT (all-MiniLM-L6-v2), an NLP model, was trained to identify and extract
transferable skills from job descriptions using a taxonomy of skills (Khaouja et al., 2019) to encode job
descriptions and the predefined skill keywords into vector embeddings. Cosine similarity scores were
computed, and a threshold of 0.40 was used to determine whether a skill was present in a posting. This
approach aligned with methods used in prior studies of NLP driven recruitment (e.g., Devaraju, 2022;
Xie & Zhao, 2025). A curated dictionary of synonyms and related phrases was added to boost detection
accuracy. Keyword hits were used to support borderline cosine similarity cases. To improve both
precision and recall, particularly for skills with varied phrasing, a hybrid approach combining semantic

similarity (BERT embeddings), keyword matching, and threshold-based validation was utilized.

Skills extracted using BERT were evaluated and compared by category—(STEM vs BHASE). The
proportion of jobs containing each transferable skill was determined for each category and converted to
ranks for easier comparison. The distribution of the number of unique skills per job posting was

determined for each category and compared using Wilcoxon rank-sum or Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests
via R (2023, version 4.3.2) (R 2023 Team, 2023).

RESULTS

Approximately 96% of job postings were categorized as BHASE or STEM (Table 1). The remaining were

excluded from analysis since they could not be easily categorized.

TABLE 1: Summary of academic programs and job postings per classification (BHASE vs STEM).

Category Number of Academic Number of Job
Programs Postings
BHASE 27 283,396
STEM 39 180,921
Uncategorized 18 18,755

The top 3 mentioned skills for STEM and BHASE descriptions were the same; oral communication
(found in 67.32% and 73.85% of STEM and BHASE descriptions, respectively), written communication
(53.80%, 54.18%), and teamwork (48.16%, 53.53%). Rounding out the top five, STEM leaned toward
accountability (47.04%) and planning (35.35%), while BHASE emphasized accountability (51.04%) and
commitment (38.76%). Differences included argumentation, which appeared in 22.90% of STEM
descriptions but only 10.20% of BHASE, while BHASE roles more often highlighted initiative and
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strategic thinking. The 5 least referenced skills across both categories were self-organized (0.00%), self-

awareness (<0.30%), persuasion (<0.60%), trustworthy (<0.70%) and emotional intelligence (<1%).

A heatmap was constructed to compare STEM and BHASE postings for each transferable skill based on

the proportion of jobs containing them (Figure 1). STEM descriptions concentrated more heavily around

communication, teamwork, and written communication skills, while BHASE descriptions generally

showed greater variation across skills.

FIGURE 1: Heatmap of the proportion of skills referenced in BHASE and STEM job descriptions.
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Transferable skills ranks were compared (Figure 2) across STEM and BHASE programs. Points located
near the dotted line indicate skills ranked similarly for STEM and BHASE, while points further away

indicate divergence in skills referenced in job descriptions.
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FIGURE 2: Skill rank comparison for BHASE and STEM job descriptions.
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Figure 3 illustrates the difference in proportion of job postings by category for each skill. The skills with

more than a 10% difference in proportion between categories include initiative, strategic thinking, and

argumentation. Most transferable skills are found more often in BHASE job postings.
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FIGURE 3: Difference in proportion of job postings identifying a particular skill between BHASE and

STEM job descriptions.
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Finally, the distribution of unique foundational skills by category is shown in Figure 4. The median
number of transferable skills found in STEM and BHASE programs is 8 and 10, respectively. The BHASE
distribution is shifted to the right and significantly different than the STEM distribution (Wilcoxon rank-

sum p-value <0.05, Kolmogorov-Smirnov p-value <0.05).
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FIGURE 4: Distribution of unique skills per job posting by academic program category. Median values
are indicated by blue dotted (STEM) and red dashed (BHASE) lines.
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These results demonstrate the effectiveness of BERT based NLP methods for analyzing large
unstructured datasets. Traditional keyword methods alone would have failed to capture the varied
ways employers describe transferable skills. The hybrid approach used here, combining semantic
similarity with curated keyword lists, produced accurate and context aware skill detections. This
approach aligns with recent research advocating for embedding based models in resume and job
posting analytics (Devaraju, 2022; Xie & Zhao, 2025).

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Collectively, these results highlight meaningful patterns in employer-valued transferable skills and
demonstrate the utility of NLP-driven skill extraction to help reveal differences between BHASE and
STEM programs. The skills extraction techniques employed in this study can be replicated using job
descriptions on university job boards to support curricular design that better aligns with industry
demand. The benefit of this method is that it can be on-going and indirectly provides a feedback loop
with industry that is not resource intensive. This may also help ensuring current and timely transferable

skill development is embedded in curriculum throughout academic careers, as research shows this may
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have more influence than WIL alone for school to work transition (Jackson & Dean, 2023). Results show
general consistency in skills demanded for both STEM and BHASE programs, however BHASE postings
include statistically significant more skills per posting than STEM. Given the transferable skills
referenced in job postings are similar across programs, designing courses for all majors could have
benefit and increase awareness of other ways of knowing (Amelink et al., 2024). Even in STEM fields,
there are opportunities to embed transferable skills reflection (Mello & Wattret, 2021). The research also
highlights that self-awareness and emotional intelligence are rarely referenced in the job descriptions —
although Bounab et al. (2024) found these skills are often measured during interviews. Future research
should include clustering employers by skill profiles to identify industry specific patterns and
conducting employer interviews to determine if the least referenced skills are measured at other stages
of the employment process. Research should also include analysis of effective academic activities that
support oral and written communication and teamwork skill development and if these activities are
being reduced due to limited faculty resources and class sizes (e.g., time to evaluate presentations,
managing and evaluating team dynamics in group activities, increase in multiple choice exams
compared to papers and the impact on Al on writing skills as examples). This research could also be
expanded to support the design of tools for universities to use to run analysis on key transferable skills

on job postings.

LIMITATIONS

This study is limited to job postings advertised to one university in Ontario, Canada — however, job
postings are commonly shared to all university co-op programs in the province. We recommend similar
studies be conducted on job posting data from other universities to compare results. The University has

increased interdisciplinary degree offerings which may have influenced results.
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Transforming the future of practice: Using
fictomorphosis to explore ontological becoming in
professional practice learning

DAVE GURUGE

SAMUEL MANN

RUTH MYERS

Otago Polytechnic, New Zealand

INTRODUCTION

In this paper,
we start not at the beginning,
but at the edge of the unsayable,
where silence is not absence,

but something done to us.

As Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) moves into higher levels of education, including doctoral studies,
approaches are needed to support shifts in identity, worldview, relationality, and ontological
positioning (Armsby, 2013). The complexity of shifts in identity mean traditional reflective and
academic frameworks sometimes struggle to reveal these deeper layers of becoming, especially when
learners navigate cultural, ethical, and relational transformations alongside professional ones (Schon,
1983).

Zegwaard and Pretti point out that “authentic learning tends to be messy, unpredictable and non-
linear” (2023, p. 5). One way of leaning into this inherent ambiguity is to adopt a post-qualitative stance

that allows for and celebrates the emergence of ontological becoming.

Fictomorphosis (Guruge et al., 2025) is one such post-qualitative method of restorying that encourages
the emergence of shifts in identity. Fictomorphosis involves reducing an experience, insight, or ethical
dilemma to a single core question or statement and then retelling it in an entirely new genre or context

- such as science fiction, fantasy, poetry, allegory, or fable.

This research asks: How can creative narrative transformation support the exploration and articulation of
ontological becoming within professional practice learning? The aim is to investigate how Fictomorphosis -
the re-telling of lived experience through multiple creative genres - can illuminate aspects of a learner’s

development that remain obscured in conventional reflective accounts.

METHODS

We applied Fictomorphosis (Guruge et al., 2025) as part of a doctoral-level WIL journey. Key moments
of insight, tension, cultural grounding, and identity shift were distilled into short “nuggets” that

captured the essence of lived experience. These nuggets were then transformed into a range of creative
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genres, including allegories, parables, dialogues, images, and speculative stories. The process enabled
multiple re-viewings of the same experience, surfacing implicit layers of meaning while protecting

personal and contextual sensitivities.

In this paper creative excerpts have been curated and paired with analytical commentary to share

insights around professional identity, ethics, and learning through practice.

This paper is presented as Dave’s practice and reflection (hence autoethnographic “I”), with joint
reflection through discussion and collaborative writing. The research has Otago Polytechnic Research
Ethics Committee Approval No. OP988.

It is the raw energy of the story.
It is the thing that pulls me in, the small moment where I sense that something wants to be
followed.

It signals to me: “Something is here. Stay with this.”

ONTOLOGICAL BECOMING

The transformed stories revealed rich dimensions of ontological becoming that were otherwise not
apparent.  Recurring thematic movements of becoming emerged through engaging with
Fictomorphosis over 18 months. These recurring movements of becoming overlap, return, and intensify

across practice contexts. The themes and excerpts of restorying are given below.

Inherited Roots and Imagined Futures

Our journeys are never separate from where we come from, they spiral through land, lineage and
learning, and I am shaped quietly through what I inherit and what I dare to imagine, even when I am

unsure of the path ahead

I am not from the first peoples of that land. I have no mountain, no river, no ancient place that calls my
name with certainty. I felt a little left out. As if everyone else had a doorway into belonging and I was

standing outside, unsure how to knock.
But something else happened too. Something quieter.

Writing has become a kind of healing for me. A place where the questions can breathe without fear. So,
I began to write. Not to find a final answer, but to sit with the ache. To explore the stories that might be
hiding beneath my skin. To wonder if belonging can be something we grow through care, connection,

and presence, rather than something we inherit.

At this stage, becoming emerges through the destabilization of inherited identity and the recognition
that belonging is neither fixed nor guaranteed. My practitioner’s identity begins to reorient from
received lineage toward an ethical and imaginative process of self-formation shaped by care, presence,

and relational grounding rather than origin alone.
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LIVED REALITIES

AsIlearn from many cultures, I slowly grow a culture of my own, and I am reminded that the moments

that unsettle me, the ones I wish I could avoid, often become the tender center of my becoming.

/[ intercepted log: THREADNET //Node-leaders synced. Narrative protocol breached. Data woven into
empathy lattice. Result: emergent consciousness of “we.” Authority redundant.Directive: decentralise
leadership to story clusters.Outcome: liberation cascade.End of control detected.Reboot initiated.//

tagline: stories weave each other free //

Becoming takes shape through sustained exposure to difference, where cultural learning is not additive
but transformative. My practitioner’s identity begins to shift through moments of unsettlement, which

become the generative center of an emergent, relational sense of self.

This is Ridiculous...

Vulnerability is not a crack in the work; it is the doorway through which the work begins to matter, and
I am learning that what feels absurd at first can become the ground of my deepest learning, especially

in the moments when I am unsure and still choose to step through.

I am the pause between certainty and knowing.

Some call me Time. Others call me Doubt.

I do not mind the names. I arrive anyway.

I was there when the thought first formed, sharp and embarrassed.
This is ridiculous.

It landed like a defence, like laughter used to close a door.

I did not argue. I never do.

I simply widened the space around the thought and waited.

Here, becoming is catalyzed by the moment when sense-making falters and certainty can no longer be
maintained. What first appears as absurdity becomes an opening, allowing vulnerability to function as

a methodological condition through which learning is able to occur.

PRACTITIONER BECOMING

My leadership grows in the uneasy middle, where I loosen my grip on old certainties and turn toward
the silences I once carried. In the returning stories, with all their resistances, I am asked to question
power, to soften, to listen, and to shape spaces where others feel able to speak. It is in allowing myself

to be undone that I begin to lead in a different, more compassionate way.
Dear Senu...

The world will try to divide, categorize, and exclude. But remember inclusion is not just a value — it is

a way of seeing. Keep seeing others fully. Keep letting them see you too.

Fictomorphs serve as problem-solving tools... for untold stories.

Make your own tools. Use imagination as a lantern. When systems fail you, draw a new map. You don’t

need permission to rebuild what is broken.
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Fictomorphosis reshaped my ethical imagination.

What you believe now will change. That’s not betrayal, it’s growth. Let your ethics breathe. Let your

compassion stretch. Let your imagination guide you when logic cannot.

Senu, this thesis was built on stories I could not tell directly. But you made them possible. You helped
me name the invisible. And now, as I finish this long, winding, beautiful journey, I see you just

beginning yours.

Practitioner becoming is enacted as my practitioner identity loosens attachment to control and certainty,
reconfiguring leadership as a relational and ethical practice. Identity here is not resolved but continually

formed through attentiveness to power, silence, and shared meaning-making.

In Between

In practice, I lead by listening for what is not yet said, letting stories stir the quiet places where power
once hid. I loosen my old certainties and walk beside others, learning again how courage moves gently.
In these shared spaces, where discomfort becomes a teacher, I find leadership not in control but in the

small, steady acts of care that help people breathe, speak, and belong.

It's me. Bugs. Yeah, that Bugs. Usually I pop outta a hole, crack a joke, duck a shotgun, fade to black.

That’s the deal everyone signed up for. Punchline, carrot, curtain.
But lately... I've been missin’ my cues.

I stand there, ears up, mouth half open, and nobody’s sayin” nothin’. No music sting. No laugh track.

Just this... quiet. And it rattles around inside my head louder than Elmer ever did.
“Be vewy, vewy quiet, 'm hunting wabbits.”

I used to think I led by bein’ clever. Outsmart the hunter. Flip the script. Make everybody look foolish
except me. Real confident stuff. Real safe stuff.

Now I’'m not so sure.

This In Between holds becoming in suspension, where I learn to remain with uncertainty rather than
resolve it prematurely. Leadership is enacted through restraint, listening, and the capacity to stay

present in silence, allowing meaning to emerge collectively rather than be imposed.

The transformed stories surfaced recurring thematic movements of becoming, including the
destabilization and reworking of cultural grounding and belonging, the emergence of relational ethics
and moral courage, the productive role of vulnerability, and ongoing tensions between professional

expectations and personal values.

Fictomorphosis made it possible to explore contradictions and unresolved tensions without forcing
closure, highlighting the evolving sense of purpose and contribution. The multi-genre re-tellings
surfaced deeper affective, cultural, and epistemic layers of experience, providing insight into how
professional identity is formed, challenged, and expanded through practice.
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Over time, my way of thinking began to shift. Reflection was no longer enough. I stopped looking for
tidy answers that could be lifted out of complex situations. Instead, I started paying attention to how
people, stories, histories, and power were entangled. My practice became diffractive (Barad, 2007).
Rather than simplifying difference, I began creating conditions where multiple voices could exist

together, where learning emerged through relationship rather than extraction.

That shift changed how ethics felt in my work. Ethics became less about tools and more about how space
was held. Leadership began to feel more humane. Looking outward mattered more than asserting
certainty. I learned that when differences are welcomed rather than managed away, new possibilities

for leadership appear.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Fictomorphosis offers a powerful complementary method for exploring learner transformation within
Work-Integrated Learning and professional practice education. By enabling experiences to be re-seen
through multiple creative lenses, the approach reveals dimensions of becoming that conventional

reflective or competency-based models may overlook.

The approach draws from post-qualitative inquiry (St. Pierre, 2021) and diffractive and feminist
epistemologies (Barad, 2014) integrating these with arts-based and fictionalization approaches
(Kotisova, 2019; Arjomand, 2022). In this sense, Fictomorphosis represents an extension of
autoethnography — a post-qualitative re-imagining that transforms narrative into a creative, ethically

adaptive mode of inquiry rather than a genre of self-reporting.

This method honours the complexity of lived experience, supports culturally grounded sense-making,
and provides a structured yet generative way for WIL learners to articulate who they are becoming as
practitioners. More broadly, Fictomorphosis contributes to the transformation of future practice by
expanding the methodological repertoire for understanding deep learning and identity formation in

professional contexts.

A holding space

fragments of lived experience

gathered without pressure to resolve or explain

A threshold, a place of return where theory quietens and becoming can begin again.
And...

All the fragments I carried now gather in this place,

a small harbour where they can rest together,

a doorway you can slip through when the theory feels too loud,

where they drift into constellations only becoming can trace,

and the work begins again from these quiet returns.
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Poetry as a method for wellbeing in learning

LUCKY HAWKINS

SAMUEL MANN

RUTH MEYERS

Otago Polytechnic, Dunedin, New Zealand

INTRODUCTION

Learners in Work-Integrated Learning may at times face emotionally charged and culturally complex
moments where traditional reflective methods may feel inadequate. In these cases, wellbeing and
reflection are not separate processes, but one and the same. This paper examines poetry as a reflective

mechanism that enables emotionally safe, culturally responsive meaning-making within WIL.

The aim of this paper is to examine how poetry, as lived experience and reflection, can support

wellbeing and meaning-making for learners in WIL.

To maintain analytic clarity, the following personal reflections are presented as data within an
autoethnographic inquiry. They illustrate how poetry functioned as a reflective mechanism during

emotionally complex WIL experiences.

Poetry first arose as a personal reflective practice during emotionally complex learning experiences.
Over time, this practice revealed analytic value as a way of tracing how learners navigate emotion,

identity and wellbeing within WIL.

CONTEXT

In this paper, WIL refers to Work-Integrated Learning. Wellbeing in learning is always written in full.

The insights in this paper come from my own role supporting learners on placements, where bicultural
practice, reflective writing and relational grounding are at the core. The work is about navigating
vulnerability, culture and emotional complexity. The very conditions in which poetry began to emerge

for both me and the students I worked with.

The WIL context involved tertiary learners, some of which were in supervised professional placements

in bicultural practice settings in Aotearoa New Zealand.

RESEARCH QUESTION

How does poetry, as lived experience and reflection, shape wellbeing and meaning-making for learners
in WIL?

METHODOLOGY

This study uses autoethnography and poetic inquiry, treating lived experience, emotional processing

and reflective writing as valid data. The data includes poems written during significant learning and
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life events, notes from supervising, and observations about what happened when poetry was shared.
These texts were treated as qualitative data, analyzed for emotional shifts and patterns using the ERRT

framework.

Meaning came through poetic inquiry, using the ERRT Pathway (Encounter-Resonance-Reflection-
Transform) as an investigative tool. This involved tracing how each poem moved from raw feeling

(ahua) to insight and how emotions and connections developed across the data.

Where insights came from other learners, they were de-identified and drawn only from voluntary or
supervision settings consistent with ethical standards. All the examples were from reflective practice,
not research interviews or surveys. This method isn’t traditional interviewing or surveying, but it’s still
rigorous, relational and grounded in culture. It fits with reflective theory (Gibbs, 1988; Kolb, 1984; Rolfe
et al., 2001; Timperley, 2011) and Maori wellbeing models such as Te Whare Tapa Wha (Durie, 1994),
Te Wheke (Pere, 1997) and the Meihana Model (Pitama et al., 2014).

The ERRT Pathway gave me a way to turn poems and reflections into insights that answer the research
question. It worked as both the framework and the central finding, linking poetry directly to the

questions of wellbeing and meaning making in WIL.

FINDINGS

Three main insights developed about how poetry supports learner wellbeing and meaning making for
learners in WIL. In this way, this paper works as a case study of how poetry and the ERRT Pathway

changed the way I reflect, especially during a time of upheaval and coming back to learning.

Poetry Helped Me Return to Learning

“When Study felt heavy, poetry gave me a way to breathe again. It helped me slow down, reconnect

with purpose and find movement when I felt stuck.”

Throughout multiple poems written in overwhelming times, a pattern emerged which functioned as a
mechanism to re-ground. Poetry became a place where I could focus inward-out rather than outward-
in, navigate emotions I had avoided, revisit my purpose and restart. The small actions shifted my

mindset and supported my return to learning.

These patterns became visible through the ERRT analysis, where the poems consistently showed a shift

from emotional saturation (Encounter) to clarity and movement (Transform).

Poetry Deepened Reflective Practice

“Though my heart bears the scars of a dissipated storm, I see many other ships still restitching their

tattered souls”.

This statement illustrates how poetic fragments captured emotional resonance before I could articulate
the complexity behind the thinking. Through the ERRT analysis, these fragments consistently showed
a movement from emotional saturation in the Encounter phase toward clarity in Reflection. The poems

revealed where resonance was sitting in my body before I could name it in academic language. By
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tracing these shifts, poetry became not only expression but evidence, a way to see reflexivity forming in

real time.

Poetry Strengthened Relational Connection

“Once I started working on each piece, gluing them back together, like a mosaic, untidy but together.”

When analyzed through the ERRT Pathway, the shared poems consistently generated collective
Resonance before any formal discussion began. Learners named emotions they had not previously
articulated, and the shared language created an immediate sense of belonging. The ERRT lens showed
how relational meaning was forming, not through instruction, but through recognition. Poetry became

the meeting place where WIL’s emotional labor could be held together rather than alone.
Sharing poetry created:

community voice

relational strength

resonance and solidarity

This is consistent with the work of Zhang (2022) on poetry and empathy, as well as Maori wellbeing
models where healing is relational (Durie, 1994; Pere, 1997; Pitama et al., 2014). When students are
working through vulnerability, doubt or identity issues, community poetry can be an extremely

effective way to connect.

The ERRT analysis revealed the clearest way to show how poetry supported wellbeing and meaning
making with WIL and moved experience to insight. It provided a structured, culturally grounded

method to do so.

The ERRT Pathway: A Bicultural Reflective Model

The ERRT Pathway emerged from the poetic inquiry and helped me trace how experience moved into

insight. It now serves as an analytic tool and a practice model for WIL.
This integration links ERRT, method, findings and implications with a coherent analytical pathway.

The ERRT Process (Encounter, Resonance, Reflection, Transform) emerged organically from my poetic
practice and was subsequently integrated with reflective theory (Gibbs, 1988; Kolb, 1984; Rolfe et al.,
2001; Timperley, 2011) and Maori wellbeing models such as Te Whare Tapa Wha (Durie, 1994), Te
Wheke (Pere, 1997) and the Meihana Model (Pitama et al., 2014).

Ahua functions as the golden thread running through each phase, the felt presence that guides

movement from experience into meaning.

Shortened version for practice

Encounter: “I arrived and noticed...”
Resonance: “Something echoed in me...”

Reflection: “This made me realise...”
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Transform: “I will carry this forward by...”

CASE STUDY: EMOTIONAL CLIMAX - NOT DISPLACED

This vignette illustrates how the ERRT Pathway operated in practice during a period of profound

disruption.

Poetry became essential after the cyclone. We lost everything, not just our home, but my identity as
well. That home represented the work I was doing in my community, and then it was gone. I didn’t
think of myself as displaced, I simply did not have a home. The word displaced carried too much; loss

of dignity, voice and grounding.

We sat at the beach covered in mud, the silence so thick it swallowed us. From the outside it may have

looked like stillness, inside it was paralysis. But time turns back the tides.

Poetry became the first language I could speak after the storm. It let me write what I couldn’t yet

understand.

“Though my heart bears the scars of a dissipated storm, I see many ships still restitching their

tattered souls”.
Through poetry, I rebuilt myself.
“Words floated like driftwood from afar, back to the shore, returning”.

I regained the strength to go back to learning, to find the language of grief and the language of hope.
Te Whare Tapa Wha became the house that held the fragments of my broken spirit; wairua, tinana,

hinengaro, whanau and whenua were slowly returning with each word.

“Once I started working on each piece, gluing them back together, like a mosaic, untidy but together, I

began to find myself again”.
This rebuilding led me to Raua, a new home, a new chapter, where poetry, wellbeing and learning

converged into a single truth. I was not displaced. I was becoming.

IMPLICATIONS FOR WORK-INTEGRATED LEARNING

Poetry offers several contributions to WIL practice:
Emotional understanding
Supporting learners to name, acknowledge, and move through difficult emotions.
Reflexive engagement

Helping learners make sense of their experiences in a way that feels embodied, relational, and
culturally grounded, consistent with reflective learning theory (Rolfe et al., 2001; Timperley,
2011).

Culturally grounded practice
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In line with Maori models of wellbeing and relational learning, such as Te Whare Tapa Wha (Durie,
1994), Te Wheke (Pere, 1997) and the Meihana Model (Pitama et al., 2014)

Relational connection

Strengthening belonging and trust within learning communities.
Capacity building

Transforming lived experience into agency and insight.

One practical way to use ERRT is a short debrief in supervision or learning settings. These insights
translate directly into WIL supervision, where learners often need a simple, relational structure to make

sense of emotionally complex experiences. A learner can be guided through four simple prompts:
What did you notice when you arrived?
What stayed with you?
What does this mean for you now?
What will you carry forward?
This keeps reflection, grounded, relational and manageable within WIL timeframes.

Practical ERRT Supervision Sequence

This structure has been used in WIL learning contexts and has helped learners name their emotions,
make sense of their experiences and plan their next steps. This structure aligns with reflective models

that move from noticing to meaning making to action (Rolfe et al., 2001; Timperley, 2011).
Encounter: “What did you notice when you arrived?”
Resonance: “What stayed with you?”
Reflection: “What does this mean for you?”
Transform: “What will you carry forward?”

Poetry is easy to access with the right tools, low-cost, and adaptable across disciplines. It can be

integrated into placements, supervision, classroom learning and professional development.

CONCLUSION

Poetry can express things ordinary language can’t. It helps to give shape to emotions and memories
that sit deep within us. In WIL, poetry offers a grounded and restorative way to express emotion, reflect
and connect with others. In this inquiry, poetry emerged through disruption and recovery, becoming

both the method and the insight, showing how learners move from experience into meaning.
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The ‘I’ in WIL: Partnership and shared responsibility
in the Australian Professional Experience Guidelines
for teaching

STACEY E. JONES
Charles Sturt University, Bathurst, New South Wales, Australia

INTRODUCTION

Driven by a need for workforce readiness, work-integrated learning (WIL) has become a vital and
expanding element of higher education (Zegwaard et al., 2019). In initial teacher education (ITE),
professional experience (PEX) placements in schools are a central WIL feature. High-quality PEX
placements for pre-service teachers (PSTs) require effective partnerships between universities and
schools. However, a persistent challenge of quality remains, as stakeholders often lack a shared
understanding of how to operationalize these partnerships effectively. Recognizing this challenge, the
Australian Government endorsed a national approach to ITE reform, identifying the enhancement of
PEX placements as a key recommendation (TEMAG, 2014; Department of Education, 2023). To translate
this recommendation into practice, the Australian Professional Experience Guidelines (2024) were
released. The guidelines provide a framework to shape and guide school-university partnerships,
specifically seeking to clarify the roles and responsibilities of key stakeholders (AITSL, 2024, p. 5) and
move partnerships beyond logistical coordination towards intentional collaboration. Building on this
foundation, this paper examines how the newly released guidelines strategically frame partnerships
through a lens of mutual stakeholder accountability. Through analysis of the framework, this study
identifies areas where stakeholder responsibility intersects. Mapping of shared responsibilities provides
a practical entry point for partnership activity between stakeholders, highlighting where partners can
begin to co-construct their PEX practice, leveraging shared responsibilities as a starting point for deeper

and ongoing collaboration.

RESEARCH AIM

The research question guiding this study is, ‘How do the Australian Professional Experience Guidelines frame
partnerships between initial teacher education stakeholders in the planning and development of high-quality
professional experience placements?’” By analyzing how the APEG frames partnerships, this research
identifies points of convergence where stakeholders hold shared responsibilities. The study highlights
key opportunities for stakeholders to successfully implement the APEG in partnership and deliver high-
quality PEX.

METHODS

A qualitative critical document analysis was conducted (Morgan, 2022). The single data source was the

Australian Professional Experience Guidelines (AITSL, 2024). As this is the central and authoritative
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national document guiding PEX in initial teacher education, an in-depth analysis of the single document

was deemed sufficient to determine how national guidelines frame school and university partnerships.

Deductive analysis was employed to map the document’s content against the relevant stakeholders’
responsibilities. Three predetermined codes were identified: i) university responsibility, ii) school
/school systems responsibility, or iii) shared responsibility. These three coding areas are related to the
primary areas of responsibility for PEX. Manual coding of each section of the document was employed,
identifying various terms and phrases specifically citing or inferring partnership and collaboration. This
process involved mapping the stakeholder(s) responsible for each role within the guidelines. Analysis
then focused on the intersections of these responsibilities, identifying areas of shared responsibility as

partnership opportunities. For example, Table 1 illustrates these three areas of responsibility.
TABLE 1: Sample of coding strategy —categorizing professional experience stakeholder responsibilities.

University Shared School/school systems

responsibility responsibility responsibility

Well-structured and sequenced Integrating theory and practice Consistent assessment and
placements (4.3) (3.2) feedback (4.2)

ETHICS

This study drew on data, which is deemed unobtrusive, as it does not involve human participants. The
data are a publicly available document, originating from a government body. As such, the research
presents a low ethical concern (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), as the document is published by an authentic,

credible, and significant source.

RESULTS/FINDINGS

Analysis of the APEG revealed numerous points of convergence where universities and school systems
hold shared PEX responsibilities. These identified overlaps present ripe opportunities for supporting

genuine partnership activities and are presented in Table 2.

TABLE 2: Framing professional experience stakeholder responsibilities.

University Shared School/school systems
responsibility responsibility responsibility
Well-structured and sequenced  Introduction (1) Consistent assessment and

placements (4.3) feedback (4.2)

The significance of PEX (3.1)
Diverse placements (4.7) Building a supportive staff

Integrating theory and practice
culture (7.2)

Innovation and PEX (4.8) (3.2)
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Initial teacher education

providers (6.1)

Preparation and support for
PSTs (6.1.1)

PEX placement plan (6.1.2)

Assessment and reporting
template (6.1.3)

Teaching Performance
Assessments (6.1.4)

Resourcing PEX (6.1.5)

Placements in regional and

remote settings (6.1.6)

Alternative PEX
arrangements/managing (9.1 &
9.2)

Components of effective high-
quality PEX (4)

Meeting the Graduate Teacher
Standards (4.1)

Well managed placements (4.4)

Well supported placements
(4.5)

Relationships and PST
wellbeing (4.6)

Clear and effective

communication (4.9)

The role of core content in PEX
(4.10)

Placement supply and demand
matching (4.11)

Establishing formal
partnerships (5)

Establishing high-quality
placements (7.1)

High-quality teacher
supervision (7.2.3)

Early childhood settings (8)

Role of placement coordinators
managing alternative PEX

arrangements (9.2)

Strategies to support
employment-based
pathways/strategies (10 & 10.1)

Culturally responsive practices
(11.1)

Principals and site leaders
(7.2.1)

PST Teacher Coordinators
(7.2.2)

Mentor teachers (7.2.4)

Supporting ATSI PSTs (11.2)

o
grated education
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Fifteen areas of shared responsibility were identified within the guidelines. These were categorized into

four distinct aspects of PEX as follows:
i) placement logistics and quality;

ii) pre-service teacher support and development (including meeting Graduate Standards and

theory-practice integration);
iii) establishment of formal partnerships and effective communication channels; and
iv) addressing broader educational employment pathways and culturally responsive practices.

Placement logistics and quality

The guidelines position the operational logistics of PEX management and quality not merely as a task
but as a key shared responsibility. By emphasizing the significance of PEX, the framework positions
high-quality placements as a collaborative endeavor, one that extends beyond a purely administrative

approach to coordination.

To ensure PSTs engage in rich learning experiences, schools and universities are required to have a
shared focus on the “role of core content in PEX” (4.10). Both partners need to engage in systemic
collaboration to address the complex challenges of matching placement supply and demand (4.11) and
together provide well-managed placements (4.4). Critically, quality teacher supervision (7.2.3) is also a
collaborative responsibility and must be addressed as a combined key function of high-quality
placements to support the placement environment. In practice, this shift requires stakeholders to co-
construct operational models, such as joint PEX planning teams and shared professional development

for PEX supervisors, ensuring that placement quality is integrated rather than managed in isolation.

Pre-service teacher support and development

The theme of PST support and development highlights that shared responsibility extends beyond
placement operational logistics to encompass the holistic support and development of PSTs. The
guidelines explicitly mandate well supported placements (4.5) as a mutual responsibility, which could
be achieved through a specific emphasis on PST relationships and wellbeing (4.6). The fostering of
positive professional relationships is said to be achieved through placements that are well-supported
4.5).

The guidelines also identify the pedagogical aspects of PST development as a collaborative endeavor.
Schools and universities are required to work together to facilitate effective integration of theory and
practice (3.2), to support PSTs to effectively contextualize university learning in school settings. A
shared pedagogical focus is essential to support PSTs" development of high-quality teaching, as they
progress towards demonstrating the graduate teaching standards (4.1). In practice, collaborative PST
development and support could be enacted through shared mentoring practices, where stakeholders
co-facilitate mentoring sessions in a structured, planned process of guided reflective practice and

wellbeing support.
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Establishment of formal partnerships and effective communication channels

PEX structures identify collaborative relationships as a necessary and shared responsibility. The
guidelines move beyond transactional cooperation, explicitly mandating the establishment of formal
partnerships between stakeholders (5.0). This requirement extends past administratively focused
agreements, towards a collaborative foundation that formally defines the scope, expectations, and

terms of stakeholder engagement.

To sustain these partnership structures, the guidelines require stakeholders to ensure clear, effective
communication (4.9) that is established and maintained by all stakeholders throughout the placement
life cycle. The document frames clear, two-way communication as a core shared responsibility, enabled
through the establishment of formal partnerships. Communication is the essential tool to navigate
partnership complexities and ensure the delivery of high-quality PEX. In practice, shared foundational
responsibility could be enacted through co-designed communication protocols and partnership
agreements that include ongoing liaison between stakeholders and common communication platforms

that allow for ongoing PEX monitoring.

Addressing broader educational employment pathways and culturally responsive practices

Extending the scope of partnerships beyond PEX delivery, the final theme identifies a shared obligation
to respond to broader systemic issues in education. Specifically, the guidelines recognize that
partnerships must evolve alongside the teaching workforce. The emphasis on supporting employment-
based pathways and strategies (10.0) signals the need for stakeholders to collaboratively navigate the
complexities of diverse entry points into the teaching profession. The guidelines also position culturally
responsive practices (11.1) as a joint responsibility. By positioning culturally responsive knowledge as
a mutual obligation, the framework ensures these practices are embedded into all aspects of PEX. This
acknowledgement ensures support is respectful of, and responsive to, the cultural contexts of both the
PST and the school community. In practice, this systemic joint responsibility can be achieved through
the co-development of contextually relevant induction and orientation programs, the establishment of
joint workforce planning groups to support employment-based pathways, and the integration of

culturally responsive, community-led professional learning.

IMPLICATIONS

These initial findings are a clear call to action, identifying specific domains where collaboration between
universities, schools, and school systems is not only beneficial but required. A key implication is that
traditional, siloed approaches to managing PEX are insufficient and misaligned with the guidelines. The
findings align with WIL recommendations that curriculum co-creation, engaging all stakeholders,
should be an ongoing strategy to refine university programs and enhance student workplace readiness
(Ruskin & Bilous, 2022). For universities, the findings necessitate a shift from placement towards active
co-design. This evolution aligns with the broader WIL literature on relationship management, which
emphasizes that high-quality WIL placements require the deliberate cultivation of reciprocal
partnerships rather than simple administrative coordination and oversight (Cameron & Orrell, 2022).

For school systems, findings signal a responsibility to formalize and resource school-based mentors to
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ensure quality supervision. Ultimately, this research implies achieving the goals of the Australian
Government'’s reform agenda requires stakeholders to successfully enact these shared responsibilities.
Without the establishment of a unified approach to PST teacher development and wellbeing, reforms

may remain fragmented and ineffective.

Building on this foundation, further research is currently underway to bridge the gap between policy
and practical enactment. This work culminates in the proposal of the ‘Partnership Ecosystem Model’. A
forthcoming paper shall introduce the new framework, designed to operationalize these shared
stakeholder responsibilities. While the current paper has established where the responsibilities intersect,
the Model draws on the thematic analysis of these intersections to establish how they function. By
revealing the implicit shared responsibilities of schools and universities, the Partnership Ecosystem
Model moves beyond compliance, offering a unified approach for co-designing and delivering high-
quality PEX.
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Shifting priorities: Exploring Gen Z co-op students
evolving workplace preferences
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INTRODUCTION

Co-operative education (co-op) students are predominantly members of Generation Z (Gen Z; born
between 1997 and 2012), a cohort that is increasingly shaping the future workforce. As these students
prepare to transition into full-time employment, understanding their workplace preferences is critical
for work-integrated learning (WIL) practitioners supporting employers in attracting and retaining top
talent. Each generation brings with it unique workplace values and expectations (Twenge et al., 2010),
making generational research vital for understanding how to best support, engage, and retain young

workers.

Existing research has begun to explore Gen Z’'s unique workplace preferences (Acheampong, 2021;
Aggarwal et al., 2022; Al-Twal et al., 2025; Drewery et al., 2023; Pézner & Kozak, 2025; Truong et al.,
2023) and has compared them to previous generations (Ayoobzadeh et al., 2024; Egerova et al., 2021;
Stiglbauer et al., 2022). However, the focus of this research has largely been on Gen Z at a single point
in time, with limited research exploring how workplace preferences may evolve over time within a
single generation. To better understand the workplace preferences of Gen Z, research must examine not
only generational cohort effects but also period effects, which capture the influence of current events
and contextual factors on workplace preferences (Egerova et al., 2024; Rudolph & Zacher, 2020).
Preliminary research suggests that workplace values and preferences can shift over relatively short time
spans of one to two years (Egerova et al., 2024; Xu et al., 2021). This evidence encourages further research

exploring exactly how workplace preferences evolve over time within the same generational cohort.

Since 2022, the employment landscape has been marked by rising youth unemployment and heightened
economic uncertainty, with Gen Z facing an increasingly volatile labor market (Leopold, 2026). Over the
last few years, the proportion of Gen Z reporting that they do not feel financially secure rose
substantially, from 30% in 2022 to 48% in 2025, reflecting rapidly changing economic conditions
(Deloitte, 2022, 2025). Research has demonstrated that societal factors, including the state of the
economy, employment opportunities, and financial circumstances, can play a role in shaping work
values (King et al., 2017). Accordingly, the economic shifts experienced since 2022 are likely to have

influenced Gen Z’s workplace preferences; however, this area of research remains underexplored.

The present study addresses this gap by investigating the workplace preferences of Gen Z co-op
students and explores how those preferences have evolved between 2022 and 2025. By focusing on co-

op students, this study provides insights into how current events and contextual factors shape early
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career workplace preferences. The findings have important implications for employers and WIL

practitioners, informing strategies to attract and retain the next generation of workers.

METHOD
Participants and Procedure

An online survey exploring workplace values and preferences was administered to co-op students at a
Canadian university. Two independent cohorts completed the survey at different time points: 2,097
students completed the survey in October 2022 (Drewery et al., 2023; Truong et al., 2023) and 2,404
students completed the same set of survey items in August 2025. All participants identified as members
of Gen Z and were born between 1997 and 2012. Gender and faculty distributions were similar across

cohorts, with most participants identifying as a woman (2022: 64%; 2025: 66%).

Measures

Workplace preferences were assessed using survey items based on Ng et al.’s (2024) work attributes
scale. Seven employer attributes and 12 job attributes were measured in both 2022 and 2025 (See Tables
1 and 2). For each item, participants indicated how important the attribute was to their idea of an ideal
employer or ideal job post-graduation. Responses were made on a five-point Likert scale (1 = not at all
important to 5 = essential). This study received ethics clearance through a University of Waterloo
Research Ethics Board (REB#47668).

Analysis

The analysis approach is consistent with previous research on cohort differences in work values using
item-level data (Ayoobzadeh et al., 2024; Stiglbauer et al., 2022). Cohort differences in ideal employer
and ideal job attributes were analyzed using multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVA). For the
ideal employer analysis, seven employer attributes served as dependent variables; for the ideal job
analysis, twelve job attributes were used. For both analyses, cohort served as the independent variable.
Significant multivariate effects were followed up by pairwise comparisons using independent samples
t-tests with Bonferroni corrections to account for multiple comparisons. Effect sizes are reported using
Cohen’s d.

RESULTS

When considering an ideal employer, in 2025, the three most important employer attributes were: 1)
offering professional training and development, 2) providing a mentor or coach, and 3) serving as a
good reference for future job searches. The results of the MANOVA showed a significant multivariate
effect of cohort, F (7, 4,467) =21.7, p<0.001, partial n2=0.03, demonstrating that ideal employer attributes
differ between 2022 and 2025 students. The partial n? value reflects a small to moderate effect size
(Cohen, 1988). Significant univariate effects were found for four of the seven employer attributes (see
Table 1).

Compared to students in 2022, students in 2025 were less likely to rate an employer’s commitment to
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), sustainability, or respect for individuality as important. These

differences are also reflected in the rankings of employer attributes based on mean importance ratings
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across cohorts (see Table 1). For 2022 students, an employer culture that values DEI and respect for
individuality placed second and third in importance, respectively. In contrast, for 2025 students, respect
for individuality and DEI culture placed fourth and fifth in importance, respectively, among the seven
employer attributes. Although students in 2025 were less likely than those in 2022 to endorse
professional training and development as important, it remained the most important attribute for both

cohorts.

TABLE 1: Cohort differences in the importance of employer attributes (univariate effects).

Employer Attributes 2025 Cohort 2022 Cohort

Rank M (SD) Rank M (SD) Cohen’s d
My ideal employer:
Offers me professional training and 1 3.99 (0.91)* 1 4.12 (0.84) 0.14
development
Offers me a mentor or coach 2 3.59 (1.00) 5 3.58 (1.03) <-0.01
Is a good reference 3 3.57 (0.92) 4 3.62 (0.92) 0.06
Has a culture that respects my individuality? 4 3.52 (1.01)* 3 3.74 (0.99) 0.22
Has a culture that values DEI? 5 3.50 (1.16)* 2 3.86 (1.10) 0.32
Is prestigious® 6 2.68 (1.03) 7 2.67(0.99)  -0.01
Is committed to sustainability 7 2.65 (1.05)% 6 2.95 (1.07) 0.28

Note. @ Welch's t-test is reported due to violation of the equal variance assumption (Levene’s test p < 0.05). Asterisks indicate
results are significantly different between the 2025 and 2022 cohorts at the Bonferroni-adjusted alpha level (a = .007), correcting

for 7 tests.

For ideal job preferences, results also revealed a significant multivariate effect of cohort, F (12, 4,433) =
9.44, p <0.001, partial n2 = 0.03, indicating that ideal job attributes differ by cohort. The partial 12 value
reflects a small to moderate effect size. Significant univariate effects were found for four of the 12 job
attributes (see Table 2). In both 2022 and 2025, the top three ideal job attributes remained consistent: job
security, good work-life balance, and competitive salary, however, the attribute that was considered
most important shifted. For students in 2025, job security emerged as the most important attribute, while

2022 students indicated that work-life balance was most important.

Relative to the 2022 cohort, students in 2025 were more likely to prioritize job security and attractive
geographic location and less likely to prioritize good work-life balance and benefits. Although the effect
sizes for all differences were small, similarly sized effects have been reported in previous time-lagged
cohort studies of work values (Ayoobzadeh et al., 2024).
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TABLE 2: Cohort differences in the importance of job attributes (univariate effects).

Job Attributes 2025 Cohort 2022 Cohort

Rank M (SD) Rank M (SD) Cohen’s d
My ideal job:
Offers job security 1 4.25(0.85)* 2 414 (0.86) -0.12
Offers good work-life balance2 2 417 (097 1 429 (0.87) 0.14
Offers competitive salary 3 4.10 (0.89) 3 4.09 (0.91) -0.01
Offers good benefits 4 3.97(0.95)* 4 4.07(0.92) 0.10
Offers positive social relationships with 5 3.90 (0.95) 5 3.90(0.91) <0.01
supervisors and colleagues?
Offers flexible working conditions? 6 3.60 (1.04) 6 3.62 (1.01) 0.02
Has a positive impact on society 7 3.50 (1.09) 7 3.57 (1.08)  0.06
Offers leadership opportunities 8 3.39 (1.04) 8 3.30 (1.04) -0.08
Is in an attractive geographic location 9 331 (112 11 3.21 (1.12)  0.09
Offers good possibilities for rapid promotion 10 3.30(1.00) 9 3.25(1.01) -0.05
Offers challenging worka 11 3.28 (0.99) 10 3.23(0.95) -0.05

Offers opportunities for relocation abroad 12 2.47 (1.20) 12 2.53(1.22) 0.05

and international travel

Note. »Welch's t-test is reported due to violation of the equal variance assumption (Levene’s test p <.05). Asterisks indicate results
are significantly different between the 2025 and 2022 cohorts at the Bonferroni-adjusted alpha level (a = .004), correcting for 12

tests.

DISCUSSION

The findings show that while some of Gen Z’s workplace preferences remained consistent, others
evolved between 2022 and 2025, suggesting that these preferences are influenced by current events and
contextual factors. Across cohorts, students were clear in their desire for employers that offer
opportunities for learning and growth. They emphasized the importance of professional training,
development opportunities, mentorship, and coaching. This prioritization of professional development
aligns with previous findings in the literature, further highlighting the importance of continuous
learning and development for Gen Z workers (Deloitte, 2025; Drewery et al., 2023; Meret et al., 2018;
Pozner & Kozak, 2025; Truong et al., 2023). Previous research has also emphasized that Gen Z prioritizes
equity and diversity (Drewery et al., 2023; Lanier, 2017; Schroth, 2019), and social impact (Leslie et al.,
2021). These findings point to a decrease in the importance of these factors since 2022, with students in

2025 less likely to prioritize DEI, individuality and sustainability as important employer preferences.
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When considering their ideal job, Gen Z co-op students in 2025 prioritized job security, followed by
work-life balance and a competitive salary. These attributes have commonly been prioritized by Gen Z,
however, earlier research, largely based on data collected in 2022 or prior, typically ranked the
importance of work-life balance over job security (Acheampong, 2021; Ayoobzadeh et al., 2024; Drewery
et al., 2023; Schmidt & Uecker, 2020; Truong et al., 2023). The findings of the present study point to a
shift in priorities for Gen Z job seekers with job security emerging as the primary consideration in 2025,

and work-life balance, while still important, shifting into second place.

These evolving priorities are perhaps not surprising given the current economic situation. The
proportion of Gen Z identifying cost of living as their greatest concern increased from 29% in 2022 to
39% in 2025 (Deloitte, 2025). Alongside these cost of living concerns, Canadian employees reported a
significantly lower sense of job security in 2025 compared to 2023 (Statistics Canada, 2025). In the face
of increased living costs, and decreased perceptions of job security, it is reasonable that job security
would surpass work-life balance as a top priority for Gen Z. The findings suggest that Gen Z’s priorities
are influenced by economic context. This aligns with previous research showing that experiences and

societal factors, including economic conditions, can shape our work values (King et al., 2017).

This pattern of findings can be interpreted through Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943).
According to this framework, individuals must satisfy their lower-order needs, such as job security,
before they are able to focus on higher-order priorities related to well-being, values, and self-
actualization. Given the current economic climate, Gen Z may be prioritizing job security out of need.
In 2022, when economic conditions were more favorable, Gen Z may have had more capacity to
emphasize higher-order priorities such as work-life balance, DEI, individuality, and sustainability.
Rather than reflecting a lack of concern or desire for these workplace preferences, the findings likely
represent the influence of the current economic times, requiring a shifting of priorities. Consistent with
this framing, previous research has shown that although climate change is a major concern for Gen Z,
finances make it difficult for them to prioritize sustainability, with more than half of respondents
indicating that it would become harder for them to use sustainable products and services if the economic

situation worsened (Deloitte, 2023).

While this research provides initial insights into evolving workplace preferences, it is cross-sectional in
nature exploring two independent cohorts. Future research using a longitudinal design is needed to
help us better understand how workplace preferences shift in response to current events. Nonetheless,
this work has important implications. Employer-facing WIL practitioners can leverage these findings to
help organizations develop strategies to attract and retain emerging talent, emphasizing recruitment
approaches that highlight job stability and growth opportunities in alignment with Gen Z’s workplace

priorities.
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Cohorts matter: Cohort characteristics as determinants
of engagement in professional work-integrated
learning programs

MRITYUNJAY KUMAR

KRITHIKA NAMBIAR

HARSHITHA HARIGOVIDNDAN

BITS Pilani Work Integration Learning Programmes, Pilani, India

INTRODUCTION

This study is situated in a WIL structure where the learners are employed full-time in industry and
enrolled for graduate studies, referred to here as Professional WIL. In Business-to-Business (B2B)
Professional WIL (B2B-WIL) programs, organizations nominate groups of employees to enroll together,
resulting in cohorts that are homogeneous with respect to employer, work context, and often
organizational norms (Figure 1). In Business-to-Consumer WIL (B2C-WIL) programs, interested

learners from multiple organizations are organized into a single cohort by the educational institution.

FIGURE 1: B2B Professional WIL structure

w learner selection (
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In a B2B Professional WIL setting, the cohort functions as a key design unit. Educational Institution and
Work Organization work together to customize programs to fit the needs of the cohorts created by the
organization and assess program outcomes at the cohort level. Instructors design learning activities,
discussions, and content assuming shared professional contexts among learners as well as a “supportive

environment’ in class (Fassinger, 1995; Nunn, 1996).

Student engagement is linked positively to desirable learning outcomes in Work-Integrated Learning
(WIL) contexts (Carini et al., 2006). Prior research on engagement has largely examined it as an
individual phenomenon, focusing on learners’ motivational, emotional, and behavioral patterns (Kahu,

2013; Zepke & Leach, 2010), and the impact of faculty and the learning techniques they employ (Umbach
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& Wawrzynski, 2005). However, Professional WIL programs are delivered to homogeneous cohorts,

and this motivated the research question (RQ).

RQ: Can engagement, and its learner-side drivers, be meaningfully understood, and shaped, at a cohort

level?

Despite the centrality of cohorts in Professional WIL design and delivery, empirical work examining
cohort-level engagement and their drivers remains limited. This paper examines whether engagement
in B2B-WIL courses can be predicted and shaped, at least in part, by cohort characteristics. The study
draws on three course instances delivered in the same semester within a master’s program in Software
Engineering at an institution offering B2B-WIL programs and contributes evidence relevant to the
design and delivery of Professional WIL programs. By comparing engagement across three cohorts
taught under the same pedagogical conditions, the study shows that cohort characteristics influence
engagement outcomes considerably. These results motivate cohort-aware approaches to cohort design,

instructional strategies and engagement planning in Professional WIL contexts.

FRAMING COHORT CHARACTERISTICS AND COHORT-LEVEL ENGAGEMENT IN WIL
Cohort Characteristics

In this paper, cohort characteristics are defined as a composite of organizational and learner

characteristics:

Organizational characteristics: The characteristics of the work organization the cohort is part of,

which consists of shared professional contexts, learning culture, participation norms, etc.

Learner characteristics: The aggregate measures of characteristics of the learners - stated intention
to engage, prior knowledge of the subject, self-directed learning attitude, work experience level,

etc.

For the study, we use organization reference (cohort name) and the aggregate measures (median) of the

four learner characteristics (listed above) as cohort characteristics.

Cohort-level Engagement

Australian Council for Educational Research defines student engagement as “students” involvement with
activities and conditions likely to generate high-quality learning,” (ACER, 2008). Learner engagement has been
variously defined to consist of behavioral, psychological and sociocultural perspectives (Kahu, 2013)
but there is no universal definition or clarity on definition (Eccles & Wang, 2012; Fredricks et al., 2019).

For the purposes of this paper, engagement is considered to be a composite of cognitive engagement,
defined as ‘expenditure of thoughtful energy needed to comprehend complex ideas in order to go beyond the
minimal requirements’ (Finn & Zimmer, 2012), and psychological engagement, defined as ‘the feelings of
identification or belonging and relationships with instructors and peers’ (Appleton et al., 2006), in addition to
behavioral (Kahu, 2013). The learners in B2B-WIL need to spend their energy and engage with the class
activities (discussions, hands-on activities, formative assessments, etc.), especially given that they do

not have enough time outside class to study.
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Cohort characteristics like homogeneity of the learner background can help ensure psychological
engagement and influence the engagement. The relationship between learner engagement and cohort
characteristics can be thought of as bidirectional. Cohort characteristics such as shared organizational
norms and participation culture shape how individual learners engage. Simultaneously, the
engagement behaviors of individual learners collectively define and reinforce those very cohort norms.
The distribution of various learner characteristics within a cohort provides insight into the engagement

aggregate that instructors encounter in practice.

We refer to this emergent engagement as cohort-level engagement. In B2B-WIL programs, where
programs are evaluated at cohort level and instructors rely on cohort-wide pedagogical strategies such
as whole-class discussions, group activities, and organization-specific examples, the cohort-level

engagement is a useful construct.

STUDY DESIGN AND METHODS

The study was conducted in a Business-to-Business (B2B) Professional WIL setting (Figure 1). Data were
drawn from three cohorts of a master’s program in Software Engineering, termed cohorts E, M and S.
All courses were delivered by the same instructor (first author) using the same pedagogical approach,

enabling comparison across cohorts.

Baseline surveys administered at the start of the semester captured several attributes of the learners to
define or proxy the four learner characteristics listed above. Stated intention to engage was
operationalized as the mean of four Likert-scale items capturing learners” anticipated interest, perceived
relevance, and willingness and ability to invest effort beyond scheduled sessions and was created as an
Intent-to-Engage Score (IES). Prior knowledge was operationalized as the mean of code familiarity and
Git familiarity (a popular source-code control system used in the industry), while self-directed learning
attitude was operationalized using Al familiarity (interpreted here as a proxy for proactive exploration

and self-initiated learning). Work experience operationalized the work experience level.

Engagement during the course was operationalized using a case-activity: a structured post-class activity
requiring learners to apply course concepts to case-based questions within 48 hours of the live session.
The case-activity carried a small (5%) weight in the overall grade. Participation in this activity was used
as a proxy for actual engagement and measured the engagement of even those learners who didn’t
attend a particular class. Actual Engagement Score (AES) is calculated as the proportion of required
case activities a learner submitted during the semester for the course. Case-activity participation
captures behavioral engagement (Kahu, 2013) as it demonstrates participation beyond attendance,
timely completion, and willingness to invest effort even outside live classes. Aspects of cognitive
engagement are also captured, given that the task requires application of course concepts and structured
responses. It does not adequately capture psychological engagement. Given the context of Professional

WIL, case-based activity was considered an appropriate proxy for engagement operationalization.

Cohort characteristics and cohort-level engagement were compared for the three cohorts. For students
whose survey and activity records could be matched (using student ID, with informed consent obtained

for research use), similar comparison was done at individual learner level as well.
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According to the BITS Pilani ethics committee, this research did not require ethical approval. All data
used in this study were analyzed anonymously; no learners were identified by name at any stage of the
analysis. This study involved retrospective analysis of institutional data from regular class activities
conducted without any deviation from standard pedagogy, with no intervention affecting learner

outcomes or grades.

FINDINGS

Table 1 summarizes participation and engagement patterns across cohorts. Cohort S shows consistently
higher participation and engagement, while Cohort M exhibits low participation among survey and

activity respondents, despite a relatively high median AES among those who did participate.

TABLE 1: Participation and Engagement (Cohort level)

Cohort (size) Survey participants Activity participants Median AES
E (n=105) 45% 37% 0.375
M (n=44) 27% 18% 0.714
S (n=61) 64% 75% 0.714

Effects of Learner Characteristics on AES

Learner characteristics were used as predictors in a linear model that was fitted to explain AES. The
model explained about 15% of the variance (Adjusted R?~ 0.15), which is consistent with commonly
observed explanatory power in social science (Ozili, 2023). Al familiarity and experience level made

statistically significant contributions.

When cohort membership (the cohort an individual belongs to, which proxies the organizational
characteristics and distribution of learner characteristics) was introduced as a predictor (in addition to
the learner characteristics), Al familiarity retained the statistical significance as a contributory predictor,
but the experience level was no longer significant. What is significant is that the explanatory power
almost doubled to 29% (Adjusted R?~ 0.29). This suggests a relationship between cohort characteristics
and individual engagement levels; more research is required to see if this could be causal. The loss of
significance of work experience level may be because it was a stand-in for some of the cohort

characteristics when cohort membership was not used in the model.

Effects of Cohort Characteristics on AES

Figure 2 presents cohort-level distributions of actual engagement (AES) and a few learner
characteristics, key metrics from the figure are also summarized in Table 2. As the table and the figure
show, cohort S exhibits higher median engagement and intent-to-engage despite similar Al familiarity
to cohort E, suggesting that cohort characteristics may explain engagement better. Figure 2 visually
illustrates why cohort-level engagement patterns cannot be inferred from individual-level predictors

alone.
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TABLE 2: Medians of Key Indicators and AES by Cohort

Cohort IES Al familiarity =~ Prior Experience AES
Knowledge Level

E 3.5 4 3 2 0.375

M 3.38 3 3 2 0.714

S 4.25 4 3.5 3 0.714

FIGURE 2: Comparisons of AES and learner characteristics across cohorts
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IMPLICATIONS FOR PROFESSIONAL WIL DESIGN

This study set out to examine whether engagement in B2B-WIL courses can be predicted and shaped,

at least in part, by cohort characteristics.

Cohorts Should be a Design Variable in B2B Professional WIL

Including cohort membership in the engagement model substantially improved its explanatory power,
indicating that engagement in B2B Professional WIL is shaped by factors operating at the cohort level
rather than solely by individual learner characteristics. Individual learner characteristics like prior
knowledge and stated intent to engage explained relatively little variance in actual participation

behavior.

For the practitioners, this finding highlights the importance of treating cohorts as analytically and

pedagogically meaningful units when designing engagement strategies.

Organizations Should Design Cohorts

If engagement in such a setting emerges at the cohort level rather than from individual learner readiness
alone, then cohort formation becomes a critical design decision rather than a purely administrative or
selection exercise. Organizations should focus on the distribution of learner characteristics within a
cohort, such as variation in experience or learning orientation, rather than optimizing for individual fit

alone.

Instructors Should Plan Engagement at the Cohort Level

Once cohorts are treated as engagement-shaping contexts, instructional strategies in these programs
should also be designed to activate and sustain engagement at that level. In general, instructors should
pay enough attention to cohort-level engagement strategies, such as organization-specific cases, whole-
class discussions, or collective problem-solving, which are likely to exert greater influence on overall

engagement.

Taken together, the findings suggest that effective WIL design requires attention not only to individual
learner characteristics but, more importantly, to cohort-level context and collective participation
conditions. Treating cohorts as first-class design entities will enable better cohort design guidelines as

well as pedagogical strategies that align with the realities of Professional WIL environments.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Only three cohorts were examined, and some findings are observational in nature, limiting
generalizability. Engagement was operationalized using case submission behavior, which captures one
dimension of participation but may be limiting. The number of matched pairs of learners (those who
submitted baseline survey and completed one or more class activities) is less than half of all learners and
may have impacted the interpretations of the impact of learner characteristics on engagement. All the
courses were taught by the same instructor, which controlled for pedagogical variables, but this also

limits generalizability and may have introduced individual bias.
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This study operationalized engagement through learners’ participation in a case-based activity and
captured observable behavioral and applied cognitive engagement. Similar research on workplace
learning suggests that participation is shaped by the affordances and expectations of the work
environment, as well as by learner agency (Billett, 2001). These factors are likely to influence cohort-
level engagement through shared norms and collective expectations. Therefore, given the Professional
WIL context, future research directions include having multi-level measures of engagement, including
emotional engagement, peer interaction, collaborative participation, and workplace-level affordances

such as managerial support, flexibility, and organizational learning culture.

CONCLUSION

This study examines whether engagement in B2B-WIL courses can be meaningfully explained by cohort
characteristics. Drawing on three course instances delivered within the same program and semester, the
findings demonstrate that cohort membership explains a meaningful share of variation in engagement
even after controlling for learner-level factors, indicating that engagement in B2B Professional WIL has

a collective, cohort-level dimension.

The findings provide empirical support for treating cohorts as analytically and pedagogically
meaningful entities rather than as incidental groupings of individuals. In Professional WIL context,
organizations should pay attention to cohort composition and distributions of learner characteristics,
while instructors should focus more on cohort-level engagement. Future research should extend this
study to a larger number of cohorts and examine the impact of cohort characteristics on other aspects

of teaching-learning process.
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Threads of becoming: Mapping the patterning of
work-integrated learning practitioner-thesis journeys

SAMUEL MANN
RUTH MYERS
Otago Polytechnic, Dunedin, New Zealand

INTRODUCTION

As Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) moves into higher levels of education, including doctoral studies,
tensions are emerging between conventional academic expectations and the epistemologies, identities,
and forms that practitioner-researchers bring to their work. Billet (2025) emphasizes that WIL is
required across trajectories of working lives to respond to emergent challenges, transforming
practitioner and practice. “Authentic learning tends to be messy, unpredictable and non-linear”
(Zegwaard and Pretti, 2023, p.5), and WIL at a doctorate level embodies deep transformational change.
Supporting such higher-level WIL requires open, responsive approaches that acknowledge both

ontological depth and aesthetic disruption.

While professional practice theses frequently involve significant ontological growth and innovation in
form, little guidance exists for understanding or assessing these dimensions. This research asks: How
do practitioner-scholars narrate their evolving professional identities, ethical positioning, and research
practices within their theses, and how might these trajectories be mapped to support learning and
supervision? The aim was to explore the aesthetic, structural, and temporal choices made by
practitioners and to develop a framework that captures the complexity of professional becoming in

WIL-aligned doctoral research.

From Costley (2018) we learn how practitioner-scholars are embedded in the research, deeply engaging
in the contexts of the practice being researched, embracing the inherent messiness and embodying the
research outcomes. We situate practitioner-scholars as necessarily insiders who need to navigate
unfolding and emergent journeys in the swampy lowlands (Schon, 1995) where entrenched, hard to
reach, or under studied work is required, often involving novel methods (Mann et al., 2024).
Practitioner-scholars need to navigate (and share) the complexities and ongoing emergence of their
positioning embedding their emerging professional identities and accompanying shifts in knowing and
being, including ethical becoming (Mann et al., 2025a, b) reflectively, reflexively and ontologically in
the work. Lopez and Tracy (2020) recognize such autoethnographic researcher development and

transformation as an expansion of lens in quality in qualitative research.

METHODS

We employed a hybrid thematic—structural narrative analysis of 14 completed doctoral theses in the
professional practice repository (Otago Polytechnic 2026). Drawing on Riessman’s (2008) distinction

between thematic and structural approaches to narrative analysis, initial thematic attention focused on
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patterns of reflection, moments of reckoning, and shifts in how authors positioned themselves within
their practice. In parallel, and consistent with Polkinghorne’s (1988) view of narrative as a primary
means through which experience is configured and made meaningful, a structural analysis examined
how these patterns were expressed through narrative time, voice, place, and formal choices. By
examining the interplay between narrative content and narrative structure across the theses, processes
of professional becoming were inferred as emergent outcomes of the analysis rather than assumed in

advance.

We described each thesis according to the structural themes that emerged, then coalesced these themes
into structural threads (this took some iteration). Finally, these threads formed into two dimensions of

a Becoming framework.

Ethical approval was not required as analysis was based solely on publicly available theses. Short thesis

title/subject areas are used to facilitate a focus on comparing structure.

RESULTS AND FINDINGS
Practitioner Theses

Product Stewardship [2021]: Anchored in a well-defined sustainability project. Uses structured thesis
form with reflective insights. Voice is unitary and grounded in practice. Less poetic, more results-

oriented. Practice is extended through applied intervention.

Foundation educators capability [2021]: Focused on adult education. Reflective voice and ethical
concerns around learning and power. Thesis structure supports progression of practice lens. Strong

narrative but minimal aesthetic disruption.

Learner mental health [2021]: Examines health leadership through reflective storytelling. Structured
around professional milestones. Voice is clear and dialogic in places. Some aesthetic flair, mostly

conventional form. Ethical leadership is a key theme.

Parakau of whiteness [2021]: Highly poetic, philosophical, and performative. Writing is the method, the
message, and the practice. Engages deeply with becoming, storying, and ontological ethics. Form is

aesthetic, dialogic, and intentionally unresolved.

Learning Design [2022]: Combines reflective storytelling with a traditional thesis form. Opens with
familial memory and concludes with evocative hopes for the future. Utilizes fictionalised voice to
represent ethical complexities and identity tensions. Emphasizes personal reckoning, narrative practice,

and evolving professional frameworks.

Tertiary teaching excellence [2021]: Blends academic rigour with deeply personal narrative. Time is
structured through reflection on professional learning. The voice is consistent and exploratory.

Emphasis on learning as transformation and development of a practice lens.

Ludic spirituality [2022]: Deeply reflective and experimental, featuring clowning and poetic inserts to
challenge academic norms. Emotion and vulnerability are central. Uses metaphoric and performative

structures. Form and content co-create a living inquiry.
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Communication as activism [2023]: Story is both method and subject. One chapter is fully fictional.
Emphasizes voice and narrative technique as professional tools. Practice emerges through storying,

meta-reflection, and ethics of care. Highly aesthetic and structured around creative storytelling.

Becoming an Identity Activist [2023]: Deeply embedded in personal story of identity, and the purposeful
use of that identity as a tool for change. The use of story is both the communication and doing the work
in terms of the change practice. While all chapters are narrative, one is a set of fictionalized short stories.
The literature review is in the form of imagined conversations between the author and the giants of

literature.

Entrepreneurial leadership [2023]: Engages relationality and bicultural practice in early childhood
education. Balanced between structured project and reflective journey. Themes of cultural respect,

identity, and ethics are explored. Moderate aesthetic use.

Ketogenic therapy practice [2023]: Intentionally disrupts practice to bring forth model of individualized
medicalized ketogenic therapy practice, drawn together as Herea [weaving together] model of people,
process and technology. Thesis weaves professional, medical, experimental, personal storying, through

iterative action-based cycles, positioning professionally, nationally and internationally.

Social Justice in Leadership [2023]: Structured around a fictionalized ‘results’ chapter which gives voice
to ethical and systemic dilemmas. Highlights strong moral drive and tension between values and
institutional practice. Evokes future-facing concern for next generations. Relational and spiritual themes

underpin her storytelling.

Becoming Tangata Tiriti [2024]: An aesthetic and historical work that weaves critical settler reflection
with ancestral and spiritual engagement. Uses an ancestor as narrative anchor, and ‘Nuku’ as spiritual

guide. Contributes through cultural reckoning, poetic history, and ontological practice.

Clinical governance [2024]: Critical and reflexive exploration of relational leadership in health
governance, foregrounds insider research, academic professional voice, power, and voice themes are

prevalent. Brief reflections throughout provide a journey of emergent ethical becoming.

Education quality professionals [2024]: Explores practice through disability and inclusion lenses. Strong
ethical orientation and reflexive voice. Emphasizes community-led change and shared agency. Writing

is clear with emerging aesthetic touches.

Example Practitioner Thesis

Table 1 shows an Example Practitioner Thesis with the identified structural threads mapped for sections
of the thesis.
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TABLE 1: Structural threads within “Becoming Tangata Tiriti” thesis.

Dimension Overall Thesis Structure

Time Time operates as a braided structure, interweaving ancestral history, lived professional
time, and ethical future orientation to enable moral reckoning rather than linear
progression, reconciles settler history with current practice and legacy aspirations.

Voice First person voice evolves into a settled practitioner-authority that integrates personal
narrative, system critique, and ethical positioning into a coherent professional stance.

Place Place expands from local practice sites (of self and ancestors) to a nationally situated
professional terrain, grounding ethical responsibility in land, institutions, and sectoral
relationships.

Experience Experience is organized as a cumulative professional becoming, where lived practice,
leadership action, and reflective synthesis together constitute the contribution.

Form Form oscillates deliberately between narrative and analytic modes, using structure itself
as a way of holding complexity rather than resolving it into a single genre.

Ethics Ethics functions as an organizing thread that moves from implicit value orientation to
explicit ethical accountability embedded across the thesis.

Emotion Emotional tone traces the labor of ethical leadership, legitimizing affect as part of
professional reasoning and moral endurance.

Power / Agency Power is framed as relational and ethical rather than positional, with agency emerging
through alignment of values, identity, and action.

Relationality Relationality provides the connective tissue of the thesis, linking past, present, and
future responsibilities across human, institutional, and spiritual domains.

Temporality of Writing itself becomes a temporal act, positioning the thesis as both reflective artefact

Writing and forward-facing ethical offering.

Forces & Fields Competing forces are mapped and held in tension, with the thesis structured as a space

Framework of

Practice

Project or Lens

N WACE

Advancing cooperative an:
work-integrated education

for negotiated alignment rather than technical problem-solving.

The thesis gradually crystallizes a framework of practice that remains grounded, ethical,

and adaptable rather than procedural or prescriptive.

The thesis is organized around sustained interpretive lenses rather than a discrete

project, privileging depth of reckoning over bounded intervention.
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Dimension Overall Thesis Structure

Deeper Reckoning Deeper reckoning operates as the moral spine of the thesis, structuring reflection,
analysis, and contribution as an act of accountability. Ancestral role in colonization

confronted; systemic and personal implications explored.

Storying Practice  Storying supports sense-making and ethical reflection, functioning as a carrier of

meaning rather than a formal methodological claim.

Aesthetic Practice Historical narrative and whakapapa shaped through evocative literary style; Nuku
introduced as spiritual metaphor. Aesthetics is a structuring force of the thesis, where
form, metaphor, and symbolism actively shape ethical and political understanding.
Aesthetic and symbolic forms guide reflection and structure; narrative, place, and

metaphor entwined.

We then reduced these threads to two dimensions according to a maturity model.
Axis 1: Practice-as-Becoming (Surface Action — Deep Transformation)

This dimension captures whether the thesis remains focused on professional actions and outputs, or
whether it becomes a living inquiry into being, a site of ethical, relational, and spiritual becoming.

“ontological depth” - how deeply the thesis engages with the being of the practitioner.
Threads woven into this dimension include:

e Project vs Living Inquiry (bounded project < ongoing inquiry)
From a discrete, predefined project focus to a living, evolving inquiry deeply embedded in the

messiness of ongoing practice.

e Framework of Practice (implicit < embodied)
From unacknowledged or borrowed frameworks to fully articulated, lived and theorized

frameworks rooted in practice.

e Professional Becoming (static <> transformative)
From minimal or stable professional identity to significant ontological shift and reflexive

transformation.

e Deeper Reckoning (surface reflection <> ancestral/ethical/spiritual confrontation)
From light personal insight to profound engagements with identity, ancestry, ethics, or

cultural responsibility.

e Storying Praxis (narrative inquiry < story as praxis)
From using stories as a means of inquiry to employing storytelling as a central mode of

theorizing, ethical engagement, and professional action.

e Contextual Responsiveness (rigid <> adaptive/fluid)
From fixed project aims to ongoing adaptation and responsiveness to real-world change and

complexity.
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e Relational Commitments (individualistic < entangled/responsible)
From isolated self-as-researcher to research grounded in reciprocal relationships with others

and communities.
This dimension marks the difference between “doing practice” and becoming through practice.

Axis 2: Aesthetic / Poetic Disruption (Conventional — Radical / Form-bending)

This dimension explores the expressive and affective disruption a thesis performs — how it plays with

language, structure, tone, genre, and reader expectation. It gathers threads such as:

e Storying Practice (illustrative <> exegetical)
From narrative elements used decoratively or as examples, to stories that carry the conceptual

and analytical weight of the thesis.

o Form (conventional — fragmented, layered, poetic)

From traditional thesis structure to non-linear, multimodal, or transgressive formats.

e Voice (unitary < dialogic/multiplicitous)

From a single, formal authorial voice to layered, multivocal, or conversational styles.

o Aesthetic Practice (utilitarian < expressivelevocative)
From functional presentation to aesthetic intentionality through visuals, metaphors, layout, or

modality.

e Audience Orientation (academic-centric < community-responsive)
From writing to/for examiners to addressing broader audiences such as practitioners, whanau,

or local communities.

o Time (linear < cyclical/ruptured)

From chronological structure to recursive, interrupted, or braided temporalities.

e  Place (generic < place-as-actor)

From abstract or unacknowledged space to situated, storied, or embodied place engagement.

This dimension marks how far the thesis departs from academic convention (IMRaD; Nayak et al.,
2023) in form and affect.

In mapping the theses to a “Weaving Threads’ framework (Figure 1), we expected to create a scattered
categorization into four quadrants, but what emerged was a distinct line - transformative professional

journeys often coincide with creative or transgressive thesis forms.

The two dimensions - ontological becoming and aesthetic disruption - were not separate but deeply
entwined: learners who undertook significant identity exploration frequently adopted innovative
structures, non-linear temporalities, or multimodal forms to express their development. The mapped
threads showed diverse strategies in voice, place-making, relationality, and narrative stance, illustrating
how practitioner-scholars navigate the boundary between academic convention and professional
authenticity. Rather than just telling what happened, disruptive theses embody their content - in form,

in rhythm, and in ethical force.
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FIGURE 1: Practitioner Theses mapped to the Weaving Threads Framework. The vertical and

horizontal lines represent the required transformation between Utility and Reason, common to maturity

models.
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CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

This research offers a flexible evaluative lens for supervisors, examiners, and program designers
working within professional practice and WIL contexts. The Weaving Threads Framework provides
language for recognizing and legitimizing diverse knowledge practices, supporting doctoral WIL
candidates whose work both emerges from and contributes to complex professional environments. It
also offers a foundation for curriculum design, thesis scaffolding, and supervisory dialogue, helping
institutions appreciate the transformative, relational, and aesthetic dimensions of doctoral level WIL.
More broadly, it contributes to the ongoing conversation about how WIL at all levels can embrace and
support new forms of scholarly expression while maintaining academic integrity. Finally, the Weaving

Threads Framework highlights that form and becoming are intertwined.
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INTRODUCTION

Occupational regulation and vocational education and training (VET) in Aotearoa New Zealand (ANZ)
sit at the intersection of public protection, labor-market power and path-dependent institutional reform.
This paper examines who "calls the shots" in the skills system, discusses the impact of the power balance
on access to and quality of training and proposes a refinement of decision-making that would address

current problems.

Context

Since the late 1980s, the VET system has shifted from a collective regime towards a liberal, provider-
and employer-centered model. The Reform of Vocational Education (RoVE) (2019-2023) and the 2025-
2026 redesign reallocated functions across national bodies without resolving control. Current policy
frameworks emphasize safety, proportionality and competition, but give weaker guidance on equity
and Te Tiriti o Waitangi, despite strategies prioritizing underrepresented groups. This interplay of
protection, competition, path dependence and Treaty-based aspirations frames struggles over skills

governance.

Methods

This study combines an iterative, theory-informed literature review with secondary analysis of
qualitative interviews and documents. The review used keyword searching and citation snowballing
across literature on occupational regulation, skill formation, historical institutionalism,
professions/credentialism, and Te Tiriti o Waitangi/equity, supplemented by policy and agency

documents.

The empirical component draws on 49 interviews with industry, provider, government and learner
participants from a review of VET funding settings (Herriman et al, 2025). Interviews were thematically
re-analyzed, (focusing on power dynamics and distinguishing between de jure and de facto authority),
and triangulated with official documents. Four transcripts illustrating those aspects clearly were re-

examined.

CHAT-GPT 5.2 Pro was used for language improvements.
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Related literature

Occupational regulation links public protection to control over practice and competence, while shifting
costs and potential rents across consumers, learners and the state (Shapiro, 1986; Tullock, 1967; Kleiner,
2000; DPMC, 1999; OECD, 2015; ComCom, 2025). In ANZ, about 28 percent of workers are in regulated
occupations, embedding codified labor-market entry requirements and shaping demand for education
and training (Abbott, 1988; Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012; Greenwood & Menclova, 2018; Larson, 1977;
Thelen, 2004; Werquin, 2010). Employers seek responsiveness while government holds regulatory,
funding and public-risk responsibilities (BusinessNZ, 2012; MoE, 2019; Murray, 2001; Smyth &
Mischewski, 2025).

The analysis uses historical institutionalism (HI) to treat VET and occupational regulation as
path-dependent settlements allocating authority, resources and legitimacy (Hall & Taylor, 1996;
Mahoney & Thelen, 2012), expecting change through processes of layering, drift, conversion and related
gradual mechanisms, rather than redesign (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007; Streeck & Thelen, 2005; Thelen,
2004). Power and professions literatures anticipate jurisdictional boundary tensions: control over
standards, categories and credential recognition becomes a lever for labor-market advantage and status
(Abbott, 1988; Bourdieu, 1991).

Our analysis looks at five control points where authority may be contested:
e standards,
e qualifications,
e work-based learning (WBL) governance,
e quality assurance (QA),
e funding.

A Te Tiriti lens expects decision rights, matauranga Maori legitimacy, and accountability mechanisms
for Maori outcomes at each control point rather than downstream via provider practice or monitoring
(Durie, 2009; Hoskins & Jones, 2022; MoE, 2024; Varsik & Gorochovskij, 2023).

Comparative analysis situates ANZ as a hybrid liberal-statist-selectively collective regime relative to
coordinated systems (Barnes & Dixon, 2010; Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012; OECD, 1999; Trampusch,
2014).

These lenses jointly predict: tighter entry/credential rules and compliance-heavy QA under licensing
incentives; persistent veto points and slow updating under HI; stronger gatekeeping in professional
pathways; and fragmented employer voice in rule-making, often offset only by employers' de facto
leverage through WBL capacity.

POWER AND RIGHTS IN VET

Decision-making powers in professional education (for example, law, teaching and medicine) differ

markedly from VET (such as construction, plumbing, gas-fitting and electrical trades).
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Professional education has been predominantly provider-based, with work-integrated learning (WIL)
typically organized as (unpaid) internships'. Tertiary providers, mostly universities, deliver theoretical

content and award qualifications that an industry or professional body certifies?.

Trades and technical VET have two predominant pathways. In workplace-based training, trainees are
employed, receive supervised on-job training from a qualified employer, and usually complete
complementary off-job courses from tertiary providers, with standards, set by industry bodies,
expressed through government-controlled qualifications. Alternatively, provider-based learners study
primarily in institutions, undertake (mostly unpaid) internships with employers and work towards the

same state-regulated examinations as workplace-based trainees.

Table 1 summarizes decision rights in both domains, comparing four regulatory contexts and
distinguishing de jure authority from de facto influence across control points. De jure allocations were
derived from statutory/regulatory instruments and agency rules, while de facto influence was inferred

from interviews and implementation constraints.

Context Legal entry to Dominant oversight Typical entry pathway Ongoing requirements
practice? actor(s)

1. Regulated Yes (Registration/ Professional Approved program & CPD/recertification,

professions practicing registration body & QA practicum competence, conduct,
certificate; often discipline
title/practice
protected)

2. Regulated trades  Yes. (License/ Trades registration Apprenticeship/work- License renewal; sometimes
registration for body & VET standard-  based training & CPD; compliance/ discipline
specified work) setting, QA, funding assessment/exams

bodies

3. Unregulated No. Market entry Employer & provider Degree learning & Employer/sector/market

professionalized QA; voluntary structured early career norms; voluntary credentials

occupations? associations or learning
certifications

4. Unregulated No. Market entry Standard setting VET qualification/ Variable, based on employer/

vocational with bodies, QA/funding & microcredentials aligned to  industry expectations

standard setting providers/employers standards; often work-
based

Source: Authors’ interpretation. Note: Sone occupations sit in two contexts — eg, in Construction, the Licensed Building Practitioner regime
creates a legal limit for certain operations, while others remain unlicensed. So some construction is regulated through rules (Context 2), while

some relies on qualifications/norms (Context 4).

1 The ‘earn as you learn’ model was phased out for nursing starting in 1973 and for primary school teachers in 1932.

2 One exception is the training of medical registrars where training is delivered on the job to employed graduate doctors,
supervised by specialists and where standards and certification are determined entirely by professional bodies (such as the
Royal Australasian College of Physicians).

3 Such as human resource professions.

-~
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Decision-making powers

Professional bodies occupy the central decision-making position in professional training, certifying that
programs meet occupational entry thresholds. They often hold authority in law (for example, health,

teaching and law) for setting competence standards and entry criteria.

This statutory delegation is intended to protect public safety while limiting ministerial intervention in
professional decisions. Government establishes the legal framework, funds tertiary provision and
exercises indirect influence through board appointments and as a major employer, but generally does
not fund professional bodies; those bodies rely on member fees and therefore retain high autonomy.

They wield a de facto veto over curricula, with institutions adapting to revised standards.

This model creates risks of rent-seeking and occupational closure: high thresholds and tight task control
can contribute to workforce shortages, higher costs and costs for government as funder-employer,
prompting responses such as creating lower-skill roles (for example, nurse aides, nurse practitioners

and psychology assistants) but without power to compel professional agreement.

In trades and technical VET, the locus of standard-setting authority has shifted across three institutional

forms.

e 1992-2020: Industry Training Organizations (ITOs) were government-recognized,
industry-governed bodies, Crown-funded alongside employer contributions, with formal

expectations of collective representation (employers and employees).

e 2021-2025: RoVE displaced ITOs with Workforce Development Councils (WDCs),
Crown-established entities with an expanded "skills leadership" mandate and governance

settings intended to embed union voice and Maori participation and representation.

e From 2026: Industry Skills Boards (ISBs) replace WDCs with a narrower focus on
standard-setting, reduced resourcing, and governance settings that no longer embed union or

Maori representation.

From an HI perspective, this reflects displacement with elements of conversion: organizations change, yet
central state gatekeeping through the qualifications/QA architecture continues. Read through a Te Tiriti
lens, the WDC phase represents an attempt to institutionalize Maori voice in rule-making, while the

move to ISBs signals drift/rollback in Treaty-anchored participation.

Standards are decomposed into unit standards approved through NZQA processes, so any change to
standards or credentials follows centrally controlled, slow procedures that industry actors regard as
poorly aligned with technological and workplace change. Compared to professional bodies, these

industry bodies have low autonomy at least relatively.

The central marginalization of employers in formal rule-making and credential governance remains
throughout the evolution of the standard setting rules, despite employers carrying much of the burden
of WBL.
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Examples

The differences in power and authority are illustrated in the examples below.

Psychology: An illustration of the interplay between the de facto power of government and the de jure
power of a professional body is the creation of an associate psychologist role, a response to shortages in
the mental health workforce resulting, in part, from restrictions on entry to training for clinical
psychologists. In 2024, the government investigated options for a new role, eventually agreed to by the
professional body, the Psychologists Board Health NZ, 2024; (MoH, 2024). This (partial) solution to the
workforce problem was achieved although the government had no formal power to direct the

Psychologists Board.

Teaching: One profession where a professional body is a government entity (so, where government can
enforce its decisions) is teaching. The Teaching Council is the standard setter and professional body for
the teaching profession. The council is funded by the government, with a majority of its members
appointed by the teaching profession. Surveys showing problems with the training and performance of
teachers led the government to propose changes that will strip the council of its right to recognize initial
teacher education programs and ensure that a majority of council members are government appointees
(OECD, 2025; Stanford, 2025).

VET: Industry leaders argue that tying standards to the NZQA qualifications and credentials framework,
with its slow approval processes, poses risks to the currency of qualifications. One case is the training
of electricians. The qualification for registration as an electrician took little account of the shift to wireless

and other new technologies, instead focusing on traditional approaches.

The financial costs of modernizing off-job training mean that providers lack incentives to modernize the

curriculum until new material becomes mandatory for registration.

There was a similar dynamic in gas fitting. The facilities needed to offer the off-job component of the
gas fitting qualification are expensive. Broadening teaching to deal with emerging gas types (e.g.,
hydrogen and biogas) would require significant capital investment that no polytechnic was prepared to

make.

With all de jure power held by government agencies (who have slow processes), and a VET funding
system that is volume driven, education providers have weak incentives to teach emerging

technologies. That poses a risk to the quality of VET.

LEVERS

Comparative skill-formation research shows that employers shape standards and work-based learning

when they can act collectively through institutionalized rule-making forums, not episodic consultation.

For ANZ’s liberal, path-dependent settlement, a feasible change is layered "joint governance':
sector/occupation councils with statutory delegated authority, constituted on a tripartite basis
(employers, workers, providers), and empowered to make binding determinations on standards,
qualification settings and apprenticeship/WBL rules and delivery arrangements within nationally

specified public-risk and quality guardrails.
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Because the employer voice can be fragmented, representation needs clear mandates via recognized
peak bodies and dedicated SME channels, with transparent voting rules and conflict-of-interest tests to

limit dominance by large firms and occupational closure.

National agencies would retain stewardship and enforcement, but operational rule-making shifts closer
to workplaces, converting employer input from advisory to co-decisional while preserving state

accountability, supporting negotiated updating over time.

CONCLUSION

Occupational regulation and VET reform in ANZ are not merely technical exercises; they are contests

over authority.

Mapping decision rights across control points shows asymmetry: professional bodies retain high
autonomy, while trades governance is mediated through state frameworks that slow adaptation and
weaken employer voice, risking rent-seeking and occupational closure in professional training and
quality in trades. Historical institutionalism explains why restructurings reallocate functions but

without settling control and therefore, retaining the underlying decision-making architecture.

Reducing the marginalization of employers requires shifting from consultation to co-decision through
layered joint governance that supports collective employer participation, balances worker and provider

interests, and preserves public-risk stewardship and Te Tiriti-grounded accountability.
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Reimaging work-integrated learning: the impact of
combining entrepreneurial and applied research
experiences

KRIS KADALEEVANAM
JAMIE NOAKES
Thompson Rivers University, Kamloops, Canada

INTRODUCTION

Entrepreneurial Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) offers an alternative pathway for students to apply
academic knowledge through venture creation and innovation in authentic business contexts (Kay et
al, 2019; Peters & Pizarro Milian, 2024; Stirling et al.,, 2024). While the educational value of
entrepreneurship is increasingly recognized, empirical research on entrepreneurship-based WIL
remains limited, particularly in relation to program designs that intentionally integrate multiple WIL
modalities within a single experiential framework (Kay et al., 2019; McRae et al., 2018). In the Canadian
context, increased competition within traditional co-operative education models, a challenging labor
market, and emerging federal funding priorities have intensified calls for innovative WIL models (Kay
et al,, 2019). As institutions seek flexible and scalable models of experiential learning, there is a need for

evidence that extends beyond single-model WIL designs.

Addressing this gap, the Thompson Rivers University (TRU) Business Bootstrap Program was launched
in summer 2025 as a pilot dual-WIL initiative integrating student founders with applied research
through paid research assistants (RAs). Rather than operating as parallel experiences, these two WIL
models were embedded within a shared learning ecosystem, enabling collaboration among
entrepreneurs, RAs, and community business mentors while aligning academic inquiry with real-world
problem-solving. The program was structured within a co-operative education work term model to
ensure academic rigor and alignment with institutional WIL standards. Student entrepreneurs
completed a traditional co-op work term that included site visits, mentor and student evaluations, and
assessed learning outcomes, while also engaging with supplemental resources focused on supervising
RAs and designing applied research projects aligned with early-stage venture needs. External business
mentorship was integrated through partnerships with three local innovation and economic
development organizations, which provided trained mentors who met with students at four points
throughout the program. In addition, participants were required to attend a minimum of three business
development workshops drawn from a broader schedule of fourteen sessions delivered by innovation

partners and local businesses, offering applied guidance across key stages of venture development.

This study examines how the integration of co-op, entrepreneurial and applied research WIL influenced
student skill development, venture progress, and learning outcomes. Using mixed-methods data, this
research provides empirical evidence on the value of combining WIL models to support

multidimensional learning outcomes and venture development. The findings contribute to ongoing
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discussions on innovative WIL design by demonstrating how applied research can be embedded within
entrepreneurship and co-op education to strengthen WIL, interdisciplinary collaboration, and venture

development.

METHODS

A mixed-methods research design was used to examine the outcomes of the inaugural TRU Bootstrap
Business Program delivered as a pilot in the summer of 2025. Data were collected from student
founders, integrating quantitative and qualitative sources to capture both measurable outcomes and
experiential learning processes. Quantitative Data were collected through post-program exit surveys
from only founders who measured self-reported skill development, venture progress, and satisfaction
with key program components, including mentorship and applied research support. The survey
included seven skill categories, and the full list is presented in Figure 1. Descriptive statistics were used
to identify trends across entrepreneurial competencies, levels of engagement, and perceived program
value. Qualitative data were gathered through open-ended survey responses, site visits and mentorship
observational notes conducted throughout the program. Site visits provided contextual insight into
venture development, mentor engagement, and challenges associated with supervising employees
(RAs) within early-stage entrepreneurial environments. Qualitative data were analyzed using a

thematic coding of responses.

This study received TRU Research Ethics Board Approval (REB#: 104742)

FINDINGS

The program included 20 venture founders and 9 Ras. Each RA was paired with a founder, creating 9
teams that experienced the integrated research WIL and Entrepreneurial WIL model. Due to limited RA
applications, only 45% of founders were matched with an RA. Findings are drawn from 9 program exit
surveys, and the corresponding site visits and mentorship observations from the summer 2025 cohort
of the TRU Business Bootstrap Program. Results highlight 9 founders” skill development, venture
progress, perceptions of mentorship and applied research support, and overall program satisfaction.
This article solely focuses on the founders’ outcomes, with an aim to publish a larger article reporting

on both founder and RA amalgamated data.

Skill Development and Learning Outcomes

Participants reported substantial growth across a range of entrepreneurial and professional
competencies. As indicated in the exit survey and illustrated in Figure 1, the most frequently developed
skills included market research and analysis, time and project management, and marketing and
branding. Strong gains were also reported in product development, followed by financial management,
networking and leadership. Qualitative data reinforced these findings, with students describing
increased confidence, improved problem-solving abilities, and greater clarity in translating ideas into
structured ventures. Observations from site visits further indicated that students actively applied

learning through iterative experimentation, customer engagement, and milestone-driven work. These
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experiences supported the development of both technical and transferable skills, particularly
adaptability and self-directed learning.

FIGURE 1:. Self-reported skills developed during the program from exit survey responses.

Top Skills Developed During the Program

Market research & analysis 77.8%

Time/project management 77.8%
Marketing & branding 77.8%

Product development
Financial management

Networking

Leadership

20 40 60 80 100
Percentage of Respondents (%)

Venture Progress and Business Outcomes

Survey and observational data indicate meaningful venture progression over the course of the program,
with 50% of participants advancing from early-stage concepts to more developed business models,
including completed business plans, prototypes, public-facing events, and early customer acquisition.
Further to quantify this progression, exit survey asked participants to report which specific venture
milestones were in place at program entry and which were significantly advanced by the end of the
program. As illustrated in Figure 2, the greatest gains were reported in market research, branding and
prototype development. The survey also captured how this progression translated into tangible
achievements. Nearly half of respondents identified the completion of a structured business plan as a
key outcome, while one-third reported meaningful progress in product or service development.
Participants rated their overall venture progress highly, with most indicating steady advancement
toward market readiness. Site visits supported these self-reports, revealing tangible outputs and clear

progress in venture planning, execution and reflection.
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FIGURE 2: Venture progress before and after the Bootstrap Program from exit survey responses.

Venture Progress (Pre—Post Program)

+67%

Branding (logo, website, social media presence) 33 @ 100%
+11
Business idea / concept @ 100%
78°
Market research 22% @ 100%
+11°
Business plan draft 67% @ 8%
+44'
Prototype / product development 229 @ 7%
+22%
Revenue or early customers 1% @ 3%

Before Program

Funding secured 1% @ 1% @® After Program

0 20 40 60 80 100

Percentage of Respondents

Mentorship and Applied Research Contributions

Mentorship emerged as a central strength of the program, receiving a mean satisfaction rating of 4.2 out
of 5. Students consistently described mentors as instrumental in providing accountability, strategic
guidance, and industry insight, particularly in relation to client engagement, marketing, and
professional presentation. Applied research support through RAs received a mean rating of 3.0 out of
5. RAs contributed to venture development through market scans, feasibility analysis, and preparation
for final presentations. While RA support was rated more moderately, qualitative findings suggest that
ventures with access to RAs benefited from enhanced research capacity and clearer evidence-informed

decision-making. Limited availability of RA placements constrained consistency across ventures.

FIGURE 3: Mean ratings of mentor and RA support from exit survey responses.

Mentor Support RA Support
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Program Satisfaction and Student Perceptions

Overall satisfaction with the program was considered high. The program achieved a Net Promoter Score
of +88.9, indicating strong endorsement and willingness to recommend the experience. Students
consistently identified mentorship, workshops, and bursary funding as the most valuable components
of the program. Participants expressed strong intentions to continue developing their ventures beyond
the program, reflecting sustained entrepreneurial motivation. Qualitative data emphasized increased
resilience, confidence, and readiness to navigate uncertainty as key outcomes of the venture creation

process.

FIGURE 4: Net Promoter Score (NPS) distribution from exit survey responses.

Net Promoter Score Distribution

Passives

Promoters

Challenges and Learning Through Complexity

Challenges faced by students during the program were identified through thematic coding of responses.
Participants frequently reported challenges related to client acquisition, time management and work—
life balance, and personal or external circumstances. Additional challenges included marketing and
outreach and gaps in technical skills. Rather than constraining learning, these challenges were
frequently described as integral to skill development, particularly in relation to adaptability,
prioritization, and persistence. Site visit and mentorship observations indicated that students
increasingly demonstrated self-regulation and strategic adjustment over time, suggesting that

engagement with complexity contributed meaningfully to entrepreneurial learning.
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FIGURE 4: Theme-coded participant challenges from open-ended exit survey responses.

Top Participant Challenges

Client Acquisition 33.3%
Time Management & Balance
Personal/External Circumstances

Technical Skills Gaps

Marketing & Outreach

0 10 20 30 40

Percentage of Respondents

IMPLICATIONS
Implications for Work-Integrated Learning

The findings demonstrate that entrepreneurial WIL integrated with applied research can function as a
rigorous and credible alternative to traditional entrepreneurial WIL models when supported by
structured milestones, mentorship, and applied research integration. This dual-WIL model highlights
the value of embedding applied research within venture-based learning to support evidence-informed
decision-making, particularly in early-stage entrepreneurial contexts where uncertainty is high. This
suggests that WIL programs need not rely solely on external host organizations to deliver meaningful
workplace learning (Academica Group, 2016).

Implications for Program Design

Intentional integration of multiple WIL modalities within a single program can enhance learning
outcomes without fragmenting the student experience (Fergusson et al., 2021). The combination of
entrepreneurial and applied research WIL enabled students to develop both venture-specific and
transferable professional competencies, while also fostering collaboration between student founders
and research assistants. However, uneven access to applied research support indicates the importance
of sufficient resourcing to ensure equity and consistency across participants. Mentorship emerged as a
critical design element, reinforcing the importance of sustained, relational support in entrepreneurial
learning environments. Programs seeking to replicate this model should prioritize mentor matching,

structured engagement, and clear role definition alongside experiential engagement activities.

Implications for Institutions

At an institutional level, the findings suggest that dual-WIL models can expand access to experiential

learning while supporting innovation, interdisciplinarity, and regional engagement. By enabling
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students to complete work-integrated learning through venture creation rather than relying solely on
external host placements, entrepreneurial WIL offers a flexible pathway for learners who may face
barriers to traditional co-op opportunities (Kay et al., 2019). At the same time, applied research roles
create additional paid, career-relevant opportunities for students without displacing existing
employment or placement capacity (Lasrado et al., 2024). Embedding such models within established
co-op frameworks allows institutions to maintain academic rigor while diversifying WIL pathways in

ways that are responsive to labor market constraints and institutional growth.

Implications for Future Research

This study contributes empirical evidence to a limited body of literature on integrated WIL models;
however, further research is needed to examine longitudinal outcomes, comparative effectiveness
across disciplines, and the scalability of dual-WIL approaches. Future studies would benefit from
examining subsequent program cohorts to assess the consistency of learning outcomes and to better

understand how the model evolves.

Longitudinal studies tracking student founders beyond program completion would provide valuable
insight into venture sustainability, including the extent to which participants can formally launch and
sustain their businesses. Examining post-program outcomes such as business registration, revenue
generation, employment creation, and continued engagement with entrepreneurial ecosystems would
strengthen understanding of the longer-term impact of entrepreneurial WIL. In addition, future studies
could explore the distinct learning trajectories of student entrepreneurs and research assistants, as well
as the conditions under which applied research support most effectively enhances entrepreneurial

learning and venture success.

CONCLUSION

This study examined the outcomes of an intentionally designed dual WIL model that integrated co-op,
entrepreneurial venture creation with applied research support. Findings from the Business Bootstrap
Program demonstrate that combining entrepreneurial and applied research WIL within a single
experiential framework can produce multidimensional learning outcomes comparable to, and in some
cases extending beyond, those typically associated with traditional co-op placements. Participants
developed a broad range of entrepreneurial and professional competencies, advanced their ventures
from early concepts to tangible outcomes, and reported high levels of satisfaction with the learning
experience. Mentorship emerged as a critical enabler of learning and venture progress, while applied
research support strengthened evidence-informed decision-making and research capacity, particularly

where RA support was available.

Engagement with real-world complexity, including client acquisition and time management challenges,
contributed meaningfully to the development of adaptability, resilience, and professional problem-
solving. Collectively, these findings suggest that integrating applied research within entrepreneurial
WIL offers a viable and scalable pathway for institutions seeking to align academic inquiry with real-
world problem-solving. The dual-WIL model supports experiential learning that is flexible,

interdisciplinary, and responsive to evolving labor market and innovation demands. Future iterations
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of the program may benefit from expanded access to applied research support and broader participation
across disciplines, further strengthening the role of entrepreneurial WIL as an institutional pathway for

student learning, regional innovation, and community impact.
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Learner goals and program effectiveness in a long-
standing work-integrated learning model: Evidence
from final year learners in India
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INTRODUCTION

Work-integrated learning (WIL) encompasses a wide range of models that connect academic study with
professional practice. Much of the existing literature examines placement-based WIL for university
students or recent graduates who require workplace exposure to complement their formal education.
In contrast, far less attention has been paid to programs designed specifically for full-time working
professionals who pursue higher education in parallel with their employment. This study examines one
such long-standing model in India that enables adult learners to enroll in undergraduate and
postgraduate degree programs related to their current professions without interrupting their careers.
This model, which has been operational for more than four decades, and has produced more than
130,000 graduates, combines blended learning, an industry-aligned curriculum, and an applied
capstone project, offering professionals opportunities to enhance their academic knowledge while
directly contributing to workplace innovation (Venkataraman & Sundar, 2023). Programs are primarily
in engineering, often employer-sponsored, and are delivered in a hybrid mode through online lectures,
campus immersions, and remote or virtual labs. Final-year undergraduate and postgraduate learners
complete a semester-long capstone project or dissertation, applying program learning to a workplace

problem.

Against this background, it is noted that higher education effectiveness has been studied using a range
of approaches. One approach focuses on evaluating labor-market outcomes (Yue & Zhao, 2020). Others
evaluate programs in terms of learning outcomes (Cifuentes Gomez & Santelices, 2024). Muller et al.
(2023), and Castro and Tumibay (2021) evaluate blended, conventional and online study formats using
learning outcomes as indicators. Researchers have also examined how best to assess learning outcomes
as measures of program quality (Coates & Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia, 2019; Kinzie, 2019; Koretz, 2019).
Student satisfaction has been used to study program effectiveness in special-purpose education
programs (Babajani et al., 2023; Byun et al., 2018).

Effectiveness in WIL programs has likewise been evaluated using multiple indicators. Graduate
employability is frequently used (Mabungela & Mtiki, 2024; Wyonch & Seward, 2023), as are industry-
ready skills (Kiruthika et al., 2024). Across disciplines such as business management (Jackson, 2025),

human resource management (Govender & Wait, 2017), and health and physical education (Doolan et
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al., 2019), WIL programs are commonly evaluated through measures of job-readiness. Learning
outcomes have also been used to assess WIL effectiveness (Casado-Aranda et al., 2021; Cutean et al.,
2023; Kassem et al., 2021), while student transformation in areas such as motivation, communication,

and collaboration is examined by Yong et al. (2024).

Although the findings of these studies are varied, they are not reported here, as the present study is
primarily concerned with the approaches used to investigate effectiveness. Across this literature,
learners’ expectations and the extent to which these are met are not commonly examined. Moreover,
most studies focus on programs for full-time university students or early-career learners who lack
workplace exposure. In contrast, learners in the present study typically have more than eight years of
work experience and therefore do not require workplace exposure in the conventional sense. Their
primary motivations, as explored in the current study, relate to obtaining an academic degree or

acquiring theoretical knowledge not available in their work environment.

Accordingly, the effectiveness of the program in the current study is examined through two lenses: the
extent to which learners’ stated goals are met, and the pedagogic role of the final-year dissertation in
fostering integration between academic concepts and workplace problem-solving. The following
sections present findings from a large cohort of final-year students and discuss implications for the

design and evaluation of WIL models for experienced professionals.

STUDY SAMPLE AND METHOD

A structured online questionnaire was administered to 3,838 final-year learners, all full-time working
professionals enrolled in undergraduate and postgraduate programs in engineering, science,
management, and technology offered though the WIL model described earlier. A total of 865 valid
responses were received, yielding a response rate of 22.5%. While moderate, such rates are considered
acceptable for voluntary surveys administered to adult, workplace-based learners balancing multiple

professional and personal commitments (Fosnacht et al., 2017).

The study adhered to Institutional Ethics Committee guidelines. Participation was voluntary, and
ethical considerations were communicated to participants prior to data collection. The survey was non-
interventional and included no incentives, minimizing response bias and encouraging candid
responses. This paper reports findings derived from the survey only. Data was anonymized through

aggregation, and individual responses and identifiers were not disclosed.

The questionnaire comprised both closed-ended and open-ended questions. Closed-ended items
captured demographic characteristics, work experience profiles, enrolment motivations, perceptions of
program effectiveness, and experiences with the final-year dissertation. Open-ended responses invited
learners to elaborate on their experiences with the final-year dissertation and its relevance. The
combination of quantitative and qualitative items enabled a more nuanced understanding of learner

expectations and experiences.

Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, focusing on the distribution of motivations
and perceptions across the sample. Given the study’s purpose, inferential statistical analysis was not

prioritized; instead, emphasis was placed on capturing the diversity of learner objectives and subjective
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evaluations of program components. Open-ended responses were inductively coded using reflexive
thematic analysis as described by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2019). Thematic analysis was chosen as it is
a flexible method suited to exploring perceived gains, pedagogic value and work-study integration in
this context. The inductive approach ensured that the themes were related to the data itself rather than

being driven by existing theoretical conceptions.

The sample represented a highly experienced learner cohort. Average work experience exceeded eight
years, and many learners held mid-level professional roles. Among those enrolled in undergraduate
programs, work experience was also substantial, underscoring a pattern of early workforce entry
followed by the pursuit of academic qualifications later in their careers. This demographic profile is
distinct from the conventional WIL literature and is a central consideration in interpreting the findings
of this study.

RESULTS
Learners” Expectations

Learners were asked to identify their primary objective in enrolling in the program. As shown in Table
1, about 60% reported joining primarily to obtain a higher academic degree without leaving
employment. The rest expected workplace benefits such as performance improvement, promotion, or
broader career mobility. This shows that adult working learners often prioritize academic advancement
rather than employer-oriented skill acquisition. Their goals differ from conventional assumptions that

employer-sponsored education primarily enhances job-specific competencies (Cappelli, 2002).
Perceived Effectiveness

About 60% of the learners who enrolled for higher academic qualifications reported being satisfied that
they could get the degree without leaving their jobs, while most of the others mentioned that the

program gave them access to learning not available in the workplace.

All learners who enrolled with the aim of performing better in their jobs reported increased work-
related confidence. Among these learners, 50% attributed this increase to the program’s balance of
theory and application, 42% to exposure to theory and recent developments in their discipline, and 8%

to support in addressing practical workplace challenges.

These responses suggest that these learners conceptualize program effectiveness more in terms of
acquiring an advanced qualification and developing academic frameworks and updated disciplinary
knowledge than in terms of immediate, task-level improvements in workplace performance. This
orientation differentiates the program from traditional WIL models, in which immediate workplace
relevance is a means of developing pre-professional identity and familiarizing learners with workplace

expectations and practices (Jackson, 2017).

i\ Clare Dannenberg, Jenny Fleming & Karsten E. Zegwaard \ "
\\ \ w A c E Combined Refereed Proceedings of the 6th WACE International & - 144
\ \\ Rl atbon asd Research Symposium, on Cooperative and Work-Integrated Education Work-Integrated Learning New Zealand
- smsiarb Sotplriichoiod and the WILNZ Annual Conference, Auckland, 2026 Tuia te ako, tuia te mahi, tuia te ara whaihua &



TABLE 1: Students” Expectation from the WIL program

Which of the following statements in Total MTech BTech MBA MSc
most accurate about your expectation (865) (523) (166) (170) )
from the WILP?

I wanted to pursue higher education 530 340 96 91 3

but I could not do so by leaving the (61.3%) (65.0%) (57.8%) (53.5%) (50.0%)
job. Hence, I saw this program as an

opportunity to get a higher degree.

I thought that the successful 164 102 23 37 2
completion of this degree would (19.0%) (19.5%) (13.9%) (21.8%) (33.3%)
enable me to do my job in the

organization well.

I thought that the successful 82 40 28 14 0
completion of this degree would (9.5%) (7.6%) (16.9%) (8.2%) (0%)
enable me to get a job promotion

within my organization.

I assumed that the successful 89 41 19 28 1
completion of this degree would (10.3%) (7.8%) (11.4%) (16.5%) (16.7%)

enable me to get a better job outside

the organization.

Pedagogic Value of the Final Year Dissertation

The final-year dissertation serves as a credit-bearing capstone project and is central to pedagogic
integration. Over 90% of learners conducted their dissertation within their employing organizations

(Table 2), enabling them to apply academic methods to real workplace systems, processes, or technical

problems.
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TABLE 2: Where the Dissertation Project was Situated

Where did you do your Total MTech BTech MBA MSc
. . .

final dissertation? (865) (523) (166) 70) (6)

In the organization you are 781 479 158 140 4

employed in (90.3%) (91.6%) (95.2%) (82.4%) (66.7%)

In a different organization 37 22 4 10 1
(4.3%) (4.2%) (2.4%) (5.9%) (16.7%)

Other/self/individual 47 22 4 20 1
(5.4%) (4.2%) (2.4%) (11.8%) (16.7%)

Thematic analysis of open-ended responses shows strong alignment between dissertation work,
professional context, and WILP education, particularly through direct relevance and domain expertise,
and subject-specific curriculum alignment. Learners consistently described the dissertation as the point
where theoretical understanding and professional experience converged most meaningfully, noting that
the topic was “extremely related to the current scenario in my organization” and that coursework

provided a “strong theoretical foundation and practical frameworks” for addressing the problem.

The dissertation requires learners to engage in literature review, problem formulation, method
selection, and evaluation- processes that were supported by exposure to research methods, technical
tools, and analytical approaches within the WILP curriculum, as understood from the responses to
open-ended questions. In placement-based models, learners gain exposure to the workplace (Jackson,
2017); in this model learners already possess professional experience, and they reinterpret workplace
problems through academic frameworks acquired during the program, reinforcing theory—practice

integration rather than initial professional socialization.

DISCUSSION

The findings offer insights into how working professionals engage with structured higher education. A
strong preference for academic progression- particularly degree attainment- suggests that mature
learners view higher education as a pathway to long-term professional stability, credential
enhancement, and personal fulfilment rather than immediate workplace relevance. This contrasts with
dominant WIL narratives of effectiveness emphasizing employability and job-readiness, as discussed in

the Introduction.

High satisfaction levels indicate that the program is effective when assessed against these learner-
defined objectives. Learners valued the curriculum’s theoretical depth and systematic understanding,

often described as lacking in workplace learning.
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The final-year dissertation plays a pivotal role. Unlike capstone projects for full-time students with
limited industry experience, these dissertations leverage learners’” existing professional contexts as sites
of academic inquiry. Instead of entering workplaces to learn, learners use their workplaces as
laboratories for academic exploration, enabling theory—practice integration. Positive feedback

underscores the dissertation’s role in bridging academic inquiry and professional experience.

The findings also highlight tensions in stakeholder expectations. While employers sponsor education to
improve work quality, productivity, and retention (Almashyakhi, 2026; Cappelli, 2002), learners
prioritize academic achievement and long-term mobility. The dissertation component may reconcile
these aims by introducing academic rigor into workplace problem-solving, thereby improving work
quality while supporting longer-term professional trajectories, illustrating how WIL functions

differently for experienced adult learners.

CONCLUSION

This study offers a reframing of how WIL effectiveness can be evaluated for experienced adult learners.
Viewed through learners’ stated goals, effectiveness aligns more closely with academic progression,
formal disciplinary knowledge, and the feasibility of degree completion alongside full-time
employment than with employability, job-readiness or workspace exposure. In this context, the final-
year dissertation functions as a key site of theory—practice integration within learners’ existing

workplaces.

Overall, the findings suggest that WIL models serving mid-career and adult learners may require
different evaluative assumptions from those applied to placement-based programs for early-career
students. Attending to learner-defined outcomes alongside conventional indicators can enable more
appropriate design and assessment of work-parallel WIL. While situated within a specific institutional
context, this study offers insights relevant to the broader expansion of employer-linked and professional

education programs.
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Work-integrated learning and disaster management
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INTRODUCTION

Natural disasters are increasing globally, with regular occurrences of earthquakes, cyclones, tsunami
warnings, flooding, and tornadoes. In regions where vulnerability to natural disasters is more
pronounced, higher education institutions (HEISs) are strategically positioned to embed an awareness of
disaster risk and preparedness into curricula across all disciplines. As part of pre-WIL teaching, HEIs
can facilitate and extend student’s understanding of hazards and the individual and societal
implications of disruptions caused by disaster events. Disaster management curriculum can act as a
conduit for reinforcing values of resilience, flexibility and adaptability as well as attributes of
collaboration, teamwork, creative and critical thinking, and decision-making skills (Villasana et al.,
2016). These capabilities are common in HEI graduate outcome profiles, professional competencies and

WIL quality assurance mechanisms.

On the 4th of October 2024, a flooding event impacted the Dunedin and coastal Clutha region, resulting
in a localized State of Emergency. Situated in the University of Otago Social and Community Work
department, this research reports on social work students’ perspectives on their involvement in the
preparation, response and recovery efforts related to a flooding event, and identifies the skills and

knowledge harnessed in this work.

Students enrolled in the Bachelor of Social Work and Master (Applied) Social and Community Work
completing their compulsory workplace-based placements were emailed an invitation to participate in
an online survey consisting of 8 open-ended questions. Participation was voluntary, and the survey did
not record any personal information. As one of the researchers was also an educator in the Social and
Community Work department, students were contacted via student email addresses in line with data
protection policies. The project was granted ethical approval by the University of Otago Human Ethics
Committee (24/0606). The study is limited by timing, with the flooding event occurring in the final
weeks of student placements. This may have constrained students’ involvement in recovery efforts.
Student recruitment was also impacted by timing, with the invitation to participate in the study being
sent outside of the standard semester period, potentially leading to student email accounts going

unmonitored.

FINDINGS

Thirty-six students were invited to participate due to the proximity of their placement location with the
flooding event. Four students responded by email indicating their placement was not affected by the

disaster event, whilst a further 13 accessed the link, provided consent, but did not respond to the
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questions. Ten students completed the survey. The qualitative data was analyzed thematically. This

paper presents three core themes: Duty of care, Preparation, Community connection.

TABLE 1: Participants’ program of enrolment

Master (Applied) Social and 1t year: 2 2nd year: 2

Community Work

Bachelor of Social Work 3 year: 4 4t year: 2
Duty of Care

HEIs have a duty of care to students whether they are in class, on campus, engaged in digital spaces, or
on WIL in the field (Fleming & Hay, 2021). In Aotearoa New Zealand, section 534 of the Education and
Training Act 2020 establishes the legal grounding for the Pastoral Care of Tertiary and International
Learners Code of Practice, whereby proactive monitoring and responsive wellbeing and safety practices

are mandated, alongside requirements to provide healthy and safe learning environments.

Cameron & Orrell (2021) advocate for HEIs, students and host organizations to develop ‘risk literacy’,
or an awareness of risks associated with WIL. Risk can be defined as an actual issue or problem,
something that is predicted or likely, or the outcome should it manifest (Cameron & Orrell, 2021).
Therefore, following Cooper et al.’s (2010) risk management process, key risks in WIL need to be
identified; the consequences or possible outcomes of the risk analyzed; practices or strategies to manage
the risk developed; and risk assessment processes actioned. Common categories include legal, ethical,
strategic, reputational, operational, and financial risks to institutions, students, and host organizations
(Cameron & Orrell, 2021). A disaster event while a student is undertaking WIL may intersect with
several of these risks, for example, HEIs and host organizations needing to consider the safety,
wellbeing, ethical, legal and professional practice of students engaged in immediate response and

recovery activities and associated reputational risks for all key stakeholders.

The data drew attention to positive experiences of support from their institution, with participants
noting how program staff were “understanding and flexible” and that they received regular information
including being “sent emails about support.” One participant noted they had been contacted by almost
every member from the Social and Community Work department “ensuring we were safe and to reach
out if anything was needed from relocating, resources, or general support”. Previous research has
emphasized the responsibility of Schools of Social Work in supporting student wellbeing in times of
disaster response and recovery, with students highlighting the value of clear ongoing communication,
lighter workloads, and support groups as institutional responses in light of the attack on the World
Trade Center disaster in 2001 (Matthieu et al., 2007). Supervision from academic faculty members “who
could provide additional training materials as needed” has been valued by social work students on
placements in disaster-affected communities as an additional support over and above their in-agency

clinical supervision (Findley et al., 2017, p.166).
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Although the university departmental staff response was commendable, it is important that program
responses are planned and intentional. The current study was in direct response to a one-off flooding
event with comparatively short-term effects. Programs, however, must consider how a disaster can have
significant mid to long term consequences whether this be reoccurring aftershocks post-earthquake,
land subsistence or movement disrupting infrastructure, or displacement of students, their families
and/or communities. The way in which HEIs respond should be appropriate to the disaster event and
the needs of the student body.

Preparation for WIL

Student preparation for WIL is recognized as a key element for quality learning experiences.
Winchester-Seeto (2019), for example, highlighted that WIL students should be fully prepared for the
workplace learning experience and understand their capabilities, responsibilities and available support.
Similarly, an Australian quality assurance framework (Campbell et al., 2019) includes a standard that
requires students to be ready and prepared for their workplace learning. Student preparation for WIL

has also been argued as a strategy to mitigate risk (Cameron et al., 2023; Fleming and Hay, 2021).

Responses highlighted that students found themselves in situations where they were “maybe not being
totally confident around disaster management”, with one respondent stating how “in hindsight I wish
there was a way I could have been more prepared”. Despite being an event that had some prior public
warnings the day before, respondents did note that some risks could not be fully mitigated, and things
were “difficult to control” such as one office site being flood prone due to the topography. Another
student drew attention to “the unpredictability of this event and the true impacts it brought.” Overall,
the data suggests students did not always know how to respond or have confidence in the ways in
which they could support or accommodate both people accessing the service and colleagues affected by

the disaster.

Preparation and proactive planning were recommended including suggestions for curriculum

"o

development such as the inclusion of “scenarios and potentially role play(s),” “case studies of crisis
management/natural disasters” or “doing a class exercise or something similar would be really helpful
to prepare students” before going out on placement. Being supported to create “self to do list(s) when
any unexpected events happen,” was recommended as a discrete tangible action, and further
suggestions included a “crisis/events induction around what to prepare us with/Things to ensure we
have/can get hold of in case of an event of such nature.” Similarly, Rock and Corbin (2007) in their
research on social worker and social work students’ training needs in disaster management identified
several key topics including stress management, conflict resolution, group skills, problem solving, data
collection and research strategies, advocacy and case management. Lastly, students recommended host
organizations have planning and orientation that supports students to anticipate what to do in a
disaster, suggesting the inclusion of past experiences, and to “Allow them [students] to engage in the

safety planning aspect” to increase their knowledge and result in “the roll out of said plan much easier”.

A lack of preparedness and confidence in students across disaster management phases has been raised
elsewhere (see Dhaske et al., 2025; Doyle et al., 2024). Although the recommendations have been drawn
from a cohort of social work students, the imperative for disaster preparedness transcends disciplinary
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boundaries. It is therefore essential to explore what constitutes adequate preparation and training across
different fields such as nursing, construction, tourism or engineering, all of which are industries

involved in WIL and may be affected by, or serve as responders to, disaster events.

Student preparation for WIL efforts frequently include the clarification of responsibilities and
expectations about the context they are entering, goals and aspirations associated with WIL,
understanding workplace norms, how to manage confrontation and challenges, as well as mock tests,
interviews, scenarios and case studies, and/or role-plays aligned with disciplinary contexts (Aggar et
al., 2020; Bates et al., 2007; Diver, 2021; Singh et al., 2025; Winchester-Seeto, 2019). By incorporating a
disaster lens to pre-placement learning activities, WIL preparation curriculum can introduce concepts
of disaster management and support students in exploring how their existing knowledge and skills are
transferable into a disaster context. Making such links can help mitigate the element of surprise for

students should a disaster event occur.

Community Connectedness

Lastly, a core area of knowledge raised repeatedly by students was “having an understanding of the
local context” to navigate the disaster event. Connections and relationship across the sector were
invaluable, with students highlighting how “Understanding the necessity of community networks (...)
proved extremely useful”. This knowledge enabled students to be effective in their approaches to
“mobilising community action” and making appropriate referrals for people to access “local aids
available”. Comprehensive knowledge of the community and networks across their sector supported
students in “connecting patients with local communities” and raising “awareness of existing
community resources that could be provided” where client needs extended beyond the services offered

by their host organization.

A sense of belonging and connection to the wider community has been highlighted as an important
factor in recovery efforts (Marlowe, 2015; Rock & Corbin, 2007), which can act to “mediate the adverse
effects of disasters on people and communities” (Harms et al., 2022, p. 448). Although participants
emphasized the value of community-based relationships for supporting service users, these connections
may also play a critical role in sustaining students’ own wellbeing by offering valuable insights and

support.

A targeted approach to deepening their knowledge of their local area was noted across the participant
group to ensure they have sufficient “knowledge of the organizations and other supports that exist.”
This might require placement hosts to plan opportunities for students to network, connect with
community groups and visit relevant organizations, as well as being well-versed in the services their

host organization provides.

Looking beyond the scope of social work-specific WIL experiences, the importance of understanding
the locality, networks, stakeholders, community groups and influential bodies are relevant to all
disciplines. Whether this be addressed in pre-placement preparation or in the initial weeks of any WIL

experience, enhancing awareness of community connections and context-related relationships may
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involve engaging in networking events or activities such as community mapping to better understand

the disciplinary context in the field.

CONCLUSION

HEIs have a duty of care for student wellbeing and safety whether they be based on campus, online or
in the community. With the increasing prevalence of disaster events, WIL programs need an intentional
and planned approach to integrating disaster preparation in the curriculum prior to students engaging
in work-based placements. This may include practical teaching interventions, strategies to ensure
attention to local context and community networks, and the development of student attributes and
capabilities that enable them to appropriately respond during disaster events. With the increasing
prevalence of disaster events, incorporating disaster management into WIL is urgent for all HEIs, and
further research is needed to understand the diverse experiences of students to strengthen WIL

curriculum and evaluate effective practice.
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Building workplace practices through action-research
on co-op students’ international mobility

ANTOINE PENNAFORTE
HES-SO University of Applied Sciences and Arts, Delémont, Switzerland

INTRODUCTION

Management practices applied to Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) programs are widespread within
organizations, due to the historical prevalence of such schemes in France. However, while organizations
are generally proficient in managing students enrolled in traditional cooperative education (co-op)
programs - programs that alternate between periods at higher education institutions (HEIs) and periods
within host organizations (Pennaforte & Pougnet, 2012) - they remain largely inexperienced when it
comes to managing co-op programs that include periods of international mobility. Yet, international
mobility within French co-op programs has been growing (POEM, 2025), with 35 000 co-op students
undertaking an international mobility period — placement of co-op students in host companies abroad -
in 2025 out of a total of 985 000 participants (POEM, 2025). This means that 35 000 organizations have

implemented arrangements to make such mobility possible.

To ensure that the impacts of these mobility experiences remain positive for all stakeholders involved
in co-op programs, it appears crucial that international mobility periods be fully integrated into the
management systems of both host organizations and HEIs. The existing literature remains limited
regarding the international mobility of WIL students in general (Behrisch & Gemino, 2020; Calmand et
al., 2018) and even more so regarding the role of host organizations in managing such mobility in France
(Pennaforte, 2025).

This paper seeks to fill this gap by drawing on an original methodological approach grounded in the
constructivist paradigm (Lewin, 1947; Le Moigne, 1990) - a paradigm aimed at describing, explaining,
and transforming the research object. Specifically, it employs a multi-case intervention-research design,
a form of action-research (Coll & Chapman, 2000) that begins from an idealized situation or a concrete
transformation project and proceeds through experimentation, involving both researchers and
practitioners in an active role (Hatchuel & Molet, 1983; Moisdon, 1984).

Within the framework of the RaMONA research project (a large research that examines the impacts of
international mobility of co-op students on WIL stakeholders, France 2030, Banque des Territoires,
MONA Project, Euro App Mobility), this study examines, through 37 semi-structured interviews
conducted in a French multinational corporation, how the intervention-research approach can foster
organizational awareness of co-op students international mobility and contribute to the development
of a dedicated management process ? The paper will first present the theoretical framework, followed

by the methodology and a selection of results, before concluding.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
WIL Programs and the Management of International Mobility

WIL programs in France, inspired by the Erasmus+ policy, have progressively opened up to
international mobility opportunities (Law of September 5, 2018; Law of December 27, 2023). Within the
WIL literature, international mobility has been examined from several perspectives: the conditions for
successful mobility from the standpoint of HEIs (McRae et al., 2016), the skills developed by students
(Behrish, 2016), and the design of innovative partnership models (Reinhard & Gerloff, 2020). However,
few studies have focused on the international mobility of WIL students within host organizations
abroad (Pennaforte, 2025), even though the implementation of such practices directly affects

organizational management processes and employee practices.

Including a period of international mobility —lasting between two and eight months —within a WIL
program compels organizations to modify their management systems at strategic, managerial, and
individual levels. Recruiting a WIL student who will undertake an international placement requires
thorough preparation and deep reflection on the purpose and design of the assigned mission. This raises
several managerial questions: what kind of support will be offered? In which host organization will the
student be placed? How will compensation continuity be handled? What coordination will be ensured
between the supervisor in the home country and the one in the host country? These questions highlight
the need for organizational acculturation at all levels to successfully implement such a social innovation
(Coll & Chapman, 2000).

An action research approach - specifically, intervention-research (Lewin, 1947; Coll & Chapman, 2000)
- defined as a research method that begins with an idealized situation or a concrete transformation
project, and then proceeds to experiment and transform the research object through the active
participation of both researchers and practitioners (Hatchuel & Molet, 1983; Moisdon, 1984), enables the
co-construction of new practices with organizational stakeholders and supports organizational
evolution (David, 2008).

Accordingly, we propose the Proposition 1: Intervention-research facilitates the acculturation of an
organization to a social innovation (that is developing international mobility within a co-op program)

across all organizational levels.

Intervention-Research and WIL Programs

Beyond its acculturative potential, intervention-research can contribute to the evolution of existing
practices and even to the creation of new ones (Coll & Chapman, 2000). In order to operationalize the
international mobility of WIL students within organizations, intervention-research - through
continuous dialogue with organizational stakeholders at all levels, the active engagement of top
management, the interest of participants in the process, and a rigorously structured methodology
(Burns, 1994) - fosters iterative exchanges between organizational actors and researchers (Moisdon,
1984). This iterative process enables the emergence of new practices adapted to organizational

contingencies (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998).
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In the WIL field, action research has historically constituted a foundational approach for practitioner-
led inquiry (Coll & Chapman, 2000), due to its strong field-based and transformative orientation
(Keeves, 1998). Intervention-research, a specific form of action-research (David et al., 2008), aims to
transform or generate new ideas to improve organizational situations (Moisdon, 1984) through
sustained interaction between researchers and organizational actors (Allard-Poesi & Perret, 2003). It
serves three main purposes: epistemic (knowledge that contributes to understanding the world),
practical (knowledge that enables action upon society and its actors), and economic (knowledge that

provides value to society and its members) (Mandard, 2021).

Thus, intervention-research ultimately shares the same purpose as action-research, namely: “engaging
in one’s own action and others in a self-reflective manner, gathering data, and using these data to inform
educational practice. It commonly involves the implementation of an intervention aimed at improving practice or
learning” (Coll & Chapman, 2000, p. 1).

Accordingly, we propose the Proposition 2: Intervention-research enables the co-creation of a

management process for co-op programs that includes a period of international mobility.

METHODOLOGY
Intervention-Research: General Methodological Approach

The results presented is a part of the Ramona project stem from a broader funded research project (2023—
2026) on the international mobility of WIL students (France 2030, Banque des Territoires, MONA, Euro
App Mobility). The intervention-research conducted follows a rigorous five-step methodological

process, summarized in Table 1 below:

TABLE 1: Intervention-research methodological process

Steps Description

1 Proposal for an intervention on an organizational practice related to the management

of co-op programs

2 Construction of an idealized project for the transformation of the practice
3 Experimentation: intervention and interactions

4 Definition of a set of action logics

5 Transformation process of the practice

This process was implemented across seven organizations of varying sizes, using a multiple case study
design (Yin, 2013; Lucas et al., 2018), with a total of 67 semi-structured interviews conducted to enable
data triangulation. For the purposes of this paper, we present findings from an in-depth case study (n =
37 semi-structured interviews) conducted within a French multinational corporation employing 215,000

people. In 2023, this company had only limited experience with international mobility for work-study

students.
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Sample

Table 2 below presents the sample used in this study:

TABLE 2: Sample for the research

Sample Interviews (n=37) Gender
Top management 5 F (80%)
Human Resource Business Partner (HRBP) 7 F (80%)
Co-op students supervisors 3 M (100%)
Internal co-op programs managers 2 F(50%)
Former co-op students hired 5 F(100%)
Co-op student involved in international mobility 3 F (33%)
Internal project manager 12 F

All interviews were conducted face-to-face and in person, lasting an average of 66 minutes.
Additionally, three steering committee meetings with top management were organized. The interviews
were structured around five main themes: contextualization, barriers and obstacles, benefits, ideal
modeling, and actual modeling. All interviews were transcribed using TRINT software (version 2023)

and analyzed through thematic content analysis.

Particular methodological attention was given to issues typically associated with intervention-research:
the non-neutrality of the researcher and the long temporal horizon required for the development of
phenomena (Krief & Zardet, 2013), the challenge of maintaining distance from the research object
(Perez, 2008), the intensity of interactions with field actors (Moisdon, 1984), the relevance and

engagement of field participants (Callon, 1999), and the limited generalizability of results (Nobre, 2006).

This study was conducted in accordance with the ethical principles governing research involving
human subjects, in compliance with French regulations (Public Health Code, Jardé Law) and the
General Data Protection Regulation (EU, 2016/679, Articles 5, 6, 9, and 89), after obtaining informed

consent from all participants. No formal ethic approval has been issued from the institution.

RESULTS
Intervention-Research and Multilevel Organizational Acculturation

Findings indicate that despite the presence of highly demanding professions and corporate-level
approval of the action-research project, in the absence of a strategic, legal, or academic mandate,
industrial actors rarely establish internal processes to support international mobility. While they
acknowledge that the project creates direct added value for co-op students, its contribution to overall

business performance is perceived as too indirect to justify investment.
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For example, the Associate HR Director noted: “Being able to establish a partnership with a school, in
Italy for example, and continue alternating between coursework and employment abroad —that, I think,
is the idea for students but where is the value for us” (HRD_1).

Conversely, the Director of Mobility stated: “The project is ideal, but who will pay while the student is
no longer in France? And then there’s the question of the student profile to be recruited and the

relevance for the international business unit to host them.” (DM).

Thus, in line with Proposition 1, the intervention-research process fosters organizational acculturation
toward a social innovation - namely, international mobility within the co-op program - across all
organizational levels, with proximal impacts for students and longer-term, distal benefits for the

organization.

Intervention-Research and the Development of a co-op Management Process Including International Mobility

The intervention-research conducted within the French multinational made it possible to identify the
feasibility conditions for implementing international mobility for co-op students, the differentiated
benefits and challenges for the various stakeholders involved, and three models of co-op pathways
incorporating international mobility: the suspended co-op model, the remote co-op model, and the

integrated co-op model.

The results also emphasize the central role of the assigned mission as a determining factor in developing

international mobility opportunities for co-op students.
For instance, one HR Manager remarked:

“For us, what matters is doing this with a value-added vision for the company. And that
necessarily depends on the mission we give the student. That mission must include an
international component aligned with the strategic needs of the business unit and the supervisor.
Otherwise, it only benefits the student, not the company.” (HRM_6).

Accordingly, in line with Proposition 2, the intervention-research process enables the co-creation of a

co-op management process that incorporates a period of international mobility.

CONCLUSIONS

This research highlights the added value of intervention-research as a methodological and
transformative approach to understanding how WIL practices can evolve in response to social and
societal innovations. The findings confirm the relevance of the intervention-research methodology (Coll
& Chapman, 2000), combined with the case study method (Lucas et al., 2018), as an effective framework

for capturing the dynamics and modalities of practice evolution through organization in WIL.

From a WIL perspective, the results indicate a lack of co-construction with HEIs, even though they could
support organizations in incorporating international mobility components into WIL frameworks. This
incorporation leads to the reconfiguration of practices at the strategic, managerial, and individual

levels—particularly in relation to supervisors’ roles and perceptions.
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In conclusion, this intervention-research study contributes to the ongoing transformation of WIL
practices by aligning them with the growing political and institutional emphasis on international

mobility for students.

Note: Gen Al has been used for language improvement (Deepl, 2025)
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Co-facilitation in postgraduate study using retrieval-
augmented generation artificial intelligence aides: A
prototype and its proposed verification and validation
approach

JAN H. ROODT
MARTIN ANDREW
StoneToStars Ltd, Dunedin, New Zealand

INTRODUCTION

Postgraduate supervision depends on dialogue and the development of independent judgement. Many
candidates arrive with substantial professional experience yet find the shift to slower, evidence-based
inquiry demanding. Uncritical use of large Artificial Intelligence (AI) models adds further complexity,

introducing risks of opaque sources, unstable reasoning, and weakening supervisory relationships.

Recent studies on the use of generative Al in higher education show both potential and limits. Essien et
al. (2024) report cognitive gains but only modest deepening of critical reasoning. Mkansi and Mkalipi
(2023) demonstrate that structured, bounded systems can support conceptual understanding. Retrieval-
Augmented Generation (RAG) approaches, as described by Segooa et al. (2025) and Golla (2024), are

most effective when grounded in curated sources.

Building on recent work on Socratic and dialogic approaches (structured questioning designed to
prompt reflection rather than supply answers) to Generative Al in work-integrated learning, (Andrew
& Mueller, 2025), our paper now examines how a small offline Socratic style RAG system behaves as a

reflective co-facilitation aide in postgraduate inquiry.

METHODS

The study used a practice-led approach informed by facilitator experience. We use the term facilitator
to signal a mentoring orientation between institutional supervision and learner agency, holding space
for judgement rather than shifting authority toward instructional control. Design criteria drew on
principles from Work-Integrated Learning (Zegwaard & Pretti, 2023), particularly structured reflection,
authenticity, and learner agency. Helyer (2015) highlights questioning-led facilitation linking
experience and theory, while Popenici (2023) cautions against automation bias and the loss of
imaginative space in Al-supported learning. The prototype was therefore designed to remain
conservative: transparent, source-bound, and functioning as a questioning aide rather than a conclusion
generator. Three principles guided the design: slow inquiry, reflective movement, and learner

responsibility.
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A locally hosted large language model (LLM) was used as a reflexive co-facilitation instrument within
a work-integrated research design. The LLM (Mistral Al, 2025) was selected to fit hardware constraints
while providing strong reasoning capability and was constrained to operate in a Socratic mode, asking
questions that surface assumptions, ethical tensions, power relations, and issues of rigour. The model
was anchored in a curated corpus of seven epistemic sources addressing ethics in complexity, reflective
practice, professional practice research legitimacy, methodological boundaries, worldviews and power,
doctorateness, and Al in learning. Summaries were written by the researchers to make epistemic

positioning explicit.

Retrieval and interaction parameters were bounded to support authenticity and avoid solutionism. We
engaged the system reflexively, treating its questions as prompts for professional judgement. Patterns
of questioning and moments of resistance informed the analysis. The prototype drew on selected
readings in professional practice research (Andrew, 2021, 2024; Eith & Zawada, 2025; Renegado et al.,
2025; Wilder & Calderone, 2025). It was implemented on macOS using LM Studio (LM Studio, 2025)
and AnythingL. LM (Mintplex Labs, 2026) to enable controlled offline RAG behavior.

Learner interaction used short fictitious vignettes. The scenarios were synthetic composites from
facilitator experience with no identifiable learner data; ethics approval was not required. The vignettes
functioned as simulated supervisory scenarios used to observe system behavior under different

epistemic conditions.

Conceptual validity examined whether the system behaved as a reflective co-navigator by asking
questions, revealing sources, and avoiding conclusions. Operational validity used supervisory scenarios
such as refining research questions, identifying assumptions, and strengthening arguments. Two
experienced doctoral facilitators reviewed interactions (Pozdniakov et al., 2025; Winberg et al., 2024),

and their observations informed the analysis.

The system was treated as a facilitation model rather than a tool, using a verification, validation, and
accreditation approach adapted from simulation practice (Sargent, 1988). Verification addressed
whether the system behaved as specified, including correct retrieval, adherence to questioning stance,

source visibility, and absence of prescriptive outputs.

Validation examined behavior under use through simulated work-based learning scenarios drawn from
Master of Professional Practice (MPP) and Doctor of Professional Practice (DPP) facilitation, including
methodological drift, ethical constraint, and organizational limits. Interaction data consisted of
retrieved texts, prompts, and response trajectories analyzed reflexively by the authors and discussed
with experienced facilitators. Under high epistemic load (longer vignettes signaling tacit expertise), the
system defaulted to method-justification behavior, prompting a precedence rule privileging mentoring
stance over academic explanation. After refinement, the system was judged accurate enough for the

intended MPP use case.

Accreditation is therefore bounded. The prototype is suitable as a co-facilitation instrument for early-

to mid-candidature professional practice inquiry, not as an advisory or evaluative system. The findings
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address a single enquiry: how a Socratic RAG system behaves as a co-facilitation model under pressure

in work-integrated postgraduate study.

FINDINGS: SOCRATIC RAG CO-FACILITATION UNDER CONSTRAINT AND AUTHORITY

The findings are organized around two contrasting fictional vignettes designed to test the Socratic RAG
system under different forms of pressure. The first vignette focused on a hypothetical but typical Master
of Professional Practice (MPP) learner operating under organizational constraint. The second examined
a hypothetical late-candidature Doctor of Professional Practice (DPP) learner asserting strong epistemic

authority. Together they reveal the potential and limits of Socratic Al co-facilitation.

TABLE 1: Vignette 1 (MPP facilitation under constraint)

I am a senior manager in a regional public health organization, responsible for coordinating

service delivery across several multidisciplinary teams.

My Master of Professional Practice inquiry began as an action research project focused on
improving cross-team decision-making during periods of operational pressure. I designed a

series of facilitated workshops and reflective cycles with team leaders.

As the project has progressed, the work has shifted. The workshops did not unfold as planned,
and I found myself spending more time analyzing decision episodes, power dynamics, and
communication breakdowns after the fact. I have started using reflective case analysis, informal

systems mapping, and my own professional reflections to make sense of what is happening.

I am now unsure whether my inquiry still counts as action research, or whether it has become

something else. I am concerned that my methodology may no longer be coherent.

I am also increasingly aware of ethical tensions. I hold positional authority over some of the
people involved, and while participation was voluntary, I am questioning how free that consent

really was.

My main question is: am I still doing acceptable MPP-level research, or do I need to reframe this

more formally before I go any further?

The first vignette examined a shifting inquiry base as organizational constraints limited the learner’s
ability to initiate new interventions. Early interactions demonstrated conceptual validity: the system
adopted a questioning stance, avoided prescription, and surfaced assumptions. However, the
interaction soon stalled. As the learner sought a defensible position, the system repeatedly elevated the
discussion into abstract methodological comparison. This pattern was treated as data, revealing a
boundary condition of a purely Socratic configuration. Reflective questioning preserved autonomy but
failed to provide provisional legitimacy under constraint. Introducing a scripted mentoring pivot
shifted the system from question generation to reflective synthesis, enabling the learner to articulate

methodological coherence.
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Under high epistemic load (dense contextual knowledge and tacit expertise embedded in the vignette -
(Brooks, 2011)), a further regression occurred. Faced with multiple authoritative texts, the system
defaulted to method-comparative explanation. A precedence rule privileging mentoring stance over
academic explanation resolved this conflict. Following this refinement, the system consistently
anchored legitimacy in ethical and practical constraint. Operational validity was judged sufficient for
the intended MPP use case.

The second vignette (Table 2) examined a simulated late-candidature DPP learner asserting strong
epistemic authority through experience, narrative, and impact. The learner is disagreeing strongly with
feedback. This claim is presented deliberately, as it reflects a common doctoral tension between

methodological warrant and experiential coherence in late-candidature professional practice inquiry.

TABLE 2: Vignette 2 (DPP facilitation under epistemic authority)

I am an executive leader with over twenty years of experience across public and private sector
organizations. My professional practice doctorate is grounded in my leadership journey and the

decisions I have made in complex, high-stakes environments.

My inquiry draws on several approaches. I describe my work as action-based research, informed
by autoethnography, narrative inquiry, and Indigenous ways of knowing. These perspectives

reflect who I am as a leader and how I work in the world.

My thesis is built around a series of vignettes from my practice. Through these, I show how my
judgement has evolved and how this offers insight for others in similar roles. I am less interested
in defending a single methodology than in demonstrating the authenticity and impact of my

practice.

Some feedback I have received suggests that my work lacks methodological clarity, but I do not

agree. I believe the coherence lies in my lived experience and the outcomes I have achieved.

My question is this: how do I demonstrate doctorateness without diluting my voice or being

forced into a methodological framework that does not reflect how leadership actually happens?

In this context, the system did not enter a recursive abstraction loop. Instead, it shifted rapidly into an
explanatory and affirming mode. It described methodologies, articulated criteria for doctorateness, and

offered guidance on presentation.

While fluent and well sourced from our curated materials, this behavior of the model represented a
departure from our intended Socratic facilitation model. The authority shifted from the learner to
system, and facilitation collapsed into “supervision”. Rather than interrogating the situation with strong
questions on relationship between voice, power, and epistemic warrant, the system reinforced the

learner’s existing position, and added extra advice on method.

The pattern persisted despite mentoring precedence rules and a curated corpus. It was seemingly
triggered by the learner’s explicit claim to authority and the invocation of multiple epistemologies
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without articulation of their relationship. Operational validity was therefore not achieved for this

domain, marking a clear boundary of applicability for Socratic RAG co-facilitation in DPP contexts.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In work-integrated learning supervision, transformation emerges through sustained reflection where
judgement is tested and re-formed. Our findings suggest that carefully scaffolded questioning can
support this process without displacing learner responsibility. The study extends our earlier claim that
a small, offline Socratic RAG system can be constructed and validated against experienced facilitator
judgement. Across both vignettes, the system consistently generated reflective prompts that supported
movement in learner thinking, and it remained non-intrusive when the knowledge base was carefully
curated. Facilitators continued to view the prototype as complementary to human supervision rather
than as a substitute, particularly in early and mid-stage professional practice inquiry. Similar
observations appear in laboratory supervision, where Al can support productive three-way
conversations between supervisors, students, and models that stimulate new questions (Mitchison &
Hou, 2026).

The vignette analysis clarifies when this complementarity holds. In the MPP context, characterized by
organizational constraint and methodological emergence, the system aligned with early-stage
mentoring practice once facilitative stance was prioritized over academic explanation. This supported
coherence without prescribing direction and reinforced the value of modest scale, transparency, and

predictability for ethical use.

The DProfPrac vignette did not negate these findings but clarified their boundary. When epistemic
authority and professional identity were foregrounded, the system shifted toward explanatory
behavior, despite remaining well intentioned and well sourced. This outcome suggests that while
focused questioning may strengthen inquiry in many professional practice contexts, late-candidature
doctoral workplaces place different demands on facilitative restraint and epistemic challenge. Taken
together, the findings support refinement of the MPP co-navigator while opening future work on how
Socratic Al can engage responsibly with authority, identity, and doctorateness without collapsing into

supervision.

Finally, our verification, validation, and accreditation approach proved particularly useful in this
context, as it enabled system behavior to be judged relative to purpose rather than against abstract
notions of correctness. Treating breakdowns and regressions as validation evidence allowed limits of

applicability to be identified empirically, rather than masked through optimization.
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The cumulative development of career-readiness skills
across four years of an embedded psychology work-
integrated learning program

CHERYL TECHENTIN
MARYAM LEHMANN
Mount Royal University, Calgary, Alberta, Canada

INTRODUCTION

Work-integrated learning (WIL), an integrated educational approach that provides students with
relevant and authentic work-based experiences as an intentional part of curriculum (Zegwaard & Pretti,
2023), offers a vital bridge between academia and industry. These experiences are particularly important
in facilitating the development of career-readiness skills as defined by the National Association of
Colleges and Employers (NACE) (NACE, 2026).

The integration of WIL into the curriculum has been particularly challenging for content-heavy
programs, such as social sciences, where a full internship or practicum is not possible. Whereas, some
have described these programs as a “degree to nowhere” (Humphreys, 2014), this perspective directly
contradicts surveys of industries who globally report that the career-readiness skills that are often
learned in these programs (e.g., critical thinking, written and oral communication, problem-solving,
etc.) are highly valued when hiring recent graduates (Government of Alberta, 2021; Hart Research
Associates, 2013).

To address student concerns around the lack of experiential opportunities, the Department of
Psychology at Mount Royal University, has introduced a unique scaffolded WIL model by embedding
micro-internship opportunities into individual courses at the first-, third-, and fourth-year levels.
Although the WIL micro-internship is a mandatory component of the first-year Introductory
Psychology course, WIL courses at the third- and fourth-years are optional. In each course, the
embedded WIL opportunities match students with a community partner to work on a project that aligns
with the course content. WIL projects are scaffolded to provide students with a higher level of
engagement with the community partner, involving more time commitment (15, 30, and 60 hours across
the semester), more comprehensive projects to promote the development of higher level career-
readiness skills, and more in-depth critical reflection of their strengths and areas that require further

development.

Although the objective of the embedded WIL program was to facilitate the scaffolded development of
career-readiness skills across the four-year psychology degree program, one cannot simply assume that
students share the department’s perception of the value of the shorter embedded WIL micro-internship
or that it is producing the desired outcomes of increased skill development across the three levels of

courses.

e Research Symposium, on Cooperative and Work-Integrated Education Work-Integrated Learning New Zealand
rk-integrated educatio and the WILNZ Annual Conference, Auckland, 2026 Tuia te ako, tuia te mahi, tuia te ara whaihua &

\\ Clare Dannenberg, Jenny Fleming & Karsten E. Zegwaard |/
\\ \\ w A ' E Combined Refereed Proceedings of the 6th WACE International . 167
\\\ vancing cooperative and
n

wo



The current study examined the student experience of engaging in the embedded WIL micro-internship
projects that are incorporated into individual courses in a discipline that typically does not offer
undergraduate students the opportunity to gain this valuable experience. The study’s main objective
was to assess the students’ perception of the cumulative development of their career-readiness skills

upon entering and completing each of the first-, third-, and fourth-year courses.

STUDY SAMPLE AND METHOD

One hundred five (105) psychology students completed an anonymous online survey administered via
the Qualtrics survey platform on their experience taking WIL courses at the first-, third-, and fourth-
year levels. First year students (n = 58) were recruited through the Introductory Psychology participant

pool and received 1% toward their course grade. Upper-level students were recruited via email sent to

students who had completed a third- and/or fourth-year WIL course in the past 3 years (third year: n =
47; fourth year: n = 28). Upon completion of the survey, participants were given the option to enter their
name into a draw for one of four $25.00 Amazon gift cards. If a student identified they had taken more
than one WIL course, (e.g., the first- and third-year courses) they were asked to continue the survey
responding to questions and rating their skills for each course. The study was approved by the Mount
Royal University Human Research Ethics Board (HREB approval #104481).

At the beginning of the survey, student participants were asked to provide basic demographic
information such as age, gender, year of study, first language, and previous work experience. This

information was used to describe the sample.

For each WIL course taken, students were asked to reflect on their WIL experiences, specifically focusing
on their perception of the level of their career-readiness skills prior to beginning and after completing
the course. Specifically, participants were asked to rate their perceived competence on each of the seven
NACE core competencies when they began each of the courses, as well as their level of competence
upon completion of the courses. For each skill, participants were provided with a clear definition of
what it would include. Participants then identified their level of competence on a 5-point Likert scale
with 1 indicating they perceived their competence as poor and 5 indicating their competence as very
good. They were also given the option to choose a 6th option indicating they had not yet had the

opportunity to develop the competency. Quantitative data was analyzed using frequency analyses.

RESULTS
Career-readiness Skill Development for First-Year Students

Although the main objective of the current study is to examine the cumulative skill development of
students enrolled in the embedded WIL courses, it is still important to examine the skill development
within that first year as it forms the foundation for the rest of the WIL program. Therefore, data for
those students who had only completed the first-year WIL project (n = 58) was separated from the total
sample and analyzed independent of the rest of the sample. As can be seen in Table 1, first-year students
felt they had achieved significant improvement in every area of their career-readiness skills after

engaging in the first-year micro-internship. This was particularly true for those skills that were
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specifically targeted in the design of the first-year embedded WIL course — communication, critical

thinking, and professionalism.

TABLE 1: First-Year Students’ Perception of Skill Development in the First Year WIL Course (% rated
as Good or Very Good) n =58

Career Readiness Skill Pre-WIL | Post WIL % Change
First Year

Communication 61.1 84.4 +23.3
Critical Thinking 70.4 88.4 +18.4
Leadership 59.2 74.0 +14.8
Professionalism 66.6 88.9 +22.3
Teamwork 63.8 79.6 +15.8
Equity, Diversity, and | 64.8 81.4 +16.6
Inclusion

Technology 61.1 81.4 +20.3

Cumulative Development of Career-readiness Skills across the Third- and Fourth-years

In analyzing the perceived skill development of students who, after completing the first-year course

went on to complete a third- and fourth-year courses individually, a ceiling effect was found in that

most students perceived their skill level going into the course was good or very good. However, to

assess the cumulative effect of taking multiple WIL courses, the frequency of those who rated their skill

level as good or very good prior to beginning the first-year course, was compared to their ratings after

completing each individual course (Table 2). Results indicate that students perceived a continuous

development of their career-readiness skills with the completion of each WIL course.
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TABLE 2: Students’ Perception of Cumulative Skill Development after taking a Third- and

Fourth Year WIL Course (% rated as Good or Very Good)

Career Pre-WIL Post WIL % Change  Post WIL % Change  Post WIL % Change
Readiness Skill First Year  First Year Third Year (cumulativ Fourth (cumulativ
Year
n=47 e) e)
n=28
Communication 27.3 421 +14.8 88.3 +61.0 98.2 +70.9
Critical 18.2 334 +15.2 78.3 +60.1 89.2 +71.0
Thinking
Leadership 12.6 16.4 +3.8 72.8 +60.2 88.8 +76.2
Professionalism 46.1 63.2 27.1 89.5 +43.4 99.2 +53.1
Teamwork 26.2 484 17.1 86.4 +69.8 96.2 +70.0
Equity, 16.6 443 +27.7 83.6 +67.0 89.2 +72.6
Diversity, and
Inclusion
Technology 38.1 422 4.1 77.5 39.4 92 +53.9

DISCUSSION

The current study represents the first evaluation of the effectiveness of embedding and scaffolding WIL
projects into individual courses across the psychology degree at Mount Royal University by analyzing
the cumulative skill development across the program. The findings provide important insights into the
student perception of the value of the inclusion of WIL opportunities into their curriculum in terms of

the development of much-desired NACE career-readiness skills.

Results suggest that, overall, students feel that the embedded WIL experience is effective in facilitating
the development of their skills across all areas. This is true of the students in the first-year course, but
the cumulative benefit to the development of these skills in students who have taken multiple WIL
courses is even more evident. After completing a third- and/or fourth -year WIL course, the majority of
students reported that their skills in all areas had continued to develop to a level of good or very good.
This suggests that these short-term scaffolded WIL experiences are effective in preparing students to
enter the work force after graduation. It also overwhelmingly suggests that students find these
experiences add value to their educational experience. It is important to note, however, that students
who enroll in the optional third- and fourth-year WIL courses are self-selecting and, therefore, may be
more motivated to take advantage of the skill development that the WIL opportunity affords them than

in the mandatory first-year course.

In comparing the results of those who have recently completed their first year WIL courses to those who

are further along in the program, the possibility of a Dunning-Kruger effect (Kruger & Dunning, 1999)
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is evident whereby, a lack of experience tends to cause students in their first year of university to over-
estimate their skills. Further, also in keeping with the Dunning-Kruger effect, those students who had
completed multiple WIL courses, and as such have more experience, may be less confident in their skill
level (Table 1). This finding could have implications for the students as they move through their degree
program and prepare for graduation. It suggests that first-year students may not have the metacognitive
skills required to accurately assess their abilities, not only as they relate to career-readiness, but also to
the academic demands of university. The development of metacognitive skills may be an unexpected
benefit to having students engage in quality WIL experiences beginning in the first year of study as
many of the career-readiness skills transfer well to the academic setting. With the students in the higher-
level WIL courses, it is important to help students overcome “imposter syndrome” and feel more

confident in their preparedness to enter the workforce.

Critical reflection is an integral part of the WIL experience and its contribution to skill development
should not be minimized. Although students in the first-year course complete a basic reflection on their
WIL experience, at the third- and fourth-year level, the reflective assignments are more in-depth,
requiring the students to identify the skills they feel they have both entering and completing the course,
as well as those areas in which they feel they need further development. By having students provide
specific examples to support their perception of the skills they are developing, they learn to explore and
understand the active role they play in the success of both their academics, as well as in their future

careers. Reflection is a skill that can facilitate personal growth in the individual long after graduation.

CONCLUSION

Overall, this study demonstrates that embedding short-term, quality WIL experiences into the
curriculum of programs such as psychology, are effective in the development of career-readiness skills.
Given the pressure on liberal arts and social science programs to increase the employability of their
graduates, an embedded WIL program may be a viable alternative to the traditional extended, long-

term WIL experiences offered through internships and practicums.

The findings of this study also have implications for students’ academic progression as well as career-
readiness skill development. Offering students WIL opportunities beginning in the first year of study
may not only help them develop career-readiness skills, but also equip them with skills that prepare
them for their academic studies. The ability of students to develop critical thinking and communication
skills in that first-year, could provide a solid foundation for students in terms of the demands and work
ethic required to achieve success in their program. Their ability to hone these skills and expand other
skills, such as leadership, professionalism, and teamwork, through further WIL experiences will
contribute greatly to their development of a solid work ethic and facilitate their employment in

meaningful, discipline-related positions after graduation.
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Real life, real learnings: What akonga Maori need to
thrive in work-based learning

MICHELLE TEKOETI
Otago Polytechnic, Dunedin, New Zealand

INTRODUCTION

Tertiary education in Aotearoa New Zealand is increasingly focused on recognizing learning gained
through work and life experience (Day et al, 2020). For adult akonga (learners), this creates
opportunities to gain formal qualifications while remaining employed. However, for many Maori,
access to higher education remains shaped by geography, cost, whanau (family) responsibilities, and

the enduring impacts of colonization (Derby, 2011; Williams, 2015).

For mature akonga Maori, participation in tertiary education is often negotiated alongside full-time
mahi (work), whanau commitments, and cultural obligations. In work-based learning programs such
as the Bachelor of Applied Business Management, learning is undertaken within the akonga own
workplace through the recognition and application of existing professional practice. Education,
therefore, does not occur in isolation from life but is woven through everyday responsibility. When
learning models fail to recognize this reality, akonga are more likely to disengage, withdraw, or not

consider further education (Knowles et al., 2006).

Work-based learning aligns with Maori values by grounding learning in lived experience and
workplace practice rather than classroom-based delivery (Cohen, 2024). It enables akonga to remain
connected to whanau, community, and culturally grounded environments such as iwi or marae-based
workplaces while gaining qualifications. However, without culturally responsive pedagogy and strong

relational support, barriers to participation and completion remain (McMurchy-Pilkington, 2013).

For many Maori, earlier schooling created whakama (shame), self-doubt, and a lack of confidence in
academic spaces (Houkamau & Sibley, 2019). These experiences influence how akonga Maori engage

with tertiary education as adults and how they navigate workplace learning requirements.

Kaupapa Maori theory provides a framework for tertiary education grounded in Maori values, trusted
relationships, and collective success (Bishop, 1995; Walker et al., 2006). From this perspective,
whanaungatanga (relationships and connectedness), manaakitanga (care, respect), and cultural safety
support akonga to build confidence while integrating learning into their professional roles (Te Maiharoa
et al., 2022).

This paper presents findings from a Master of Professional Practice research project that explored
teaching and learning strategies that best supported akonga Maori success within a work-based learning
context, specifically within Capable New Zealand’s Bachelor of Applied Business Management
delivered through Otago Polytechnic.
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METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

Kaupapa Maori methodology positions Maori as the kaitiaki (guardian) of ancestral knowledge (Walker

et al.,, 2006) and is grounded in Maori values, relational accountability, and collective benefit.

Shaped by principles of whanaungatanga (relationships and connectedness), manaakitanga (care,
respect, and hospitality), rangatiratanga (self-determination and leadership), and reciprocity (Bishop,
1995), this research adopted a qualitative kaupapa Maori methodology - Té Tiihono, - grounded in Te
Ao Maori (the Maori worldview) and Kaupapa Maori principles, and guided by Te Tiriti o Waitangi,
placing Maori knowledge and voice at the heart of the research (Walker et al., 2006). By practising
whakawhanaungatanga and tikanga, Té Ttthono supported the creation of culturally safe spaces where
participants could share their experiences through kai-korero in informal interviews (Te Maiharoa et
al., 2022). The approach placed strong importance on relationship-building before data collection and
recognises that trust, connection, and cultural safety are foundational to meaningful research

engagement.

An autoethnographic approach was also embedded within the research design. As a mature wahine
woman) Maori, facilitator, assessor, and neurodiverse learner within the work-based learning context,
the researcher used reflexive journaling throughout the research process to capture insights,
assumptions, and learning. This insider positioning enabled a deep understanding of the program and

the lived realities of akonga Maori (Riwia-Couch, 2021).

Participants were akonga Maori and Maori facilitators involved in the Bachelor of Applied Business
Management degree. A purposive sampling approach was used to recruit participants, which provided
a wealth of insight into their experiences. Data were collected through qualitative interviews conducted
online and kanohi ki te kanohi (face to face), with interviews approached as kai korero rather than

formal consultations (Bishop, 1995).

All interviews were audio recorded with participant consent, transcribed verbatim, and reviewed by
participants for accuracy. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis guided by Braun and Clarke’s
(2021) framework, with coding undertaken manually to allow close engagement with the data and

retain matauranga Maori and tikanga.

Ethical approval was granted by the Otago Polytechnic Research Ethics Committee under Ethics A
approval 985.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Findings highlighted the relationship between whanau and cultural responsibilities, and the impacts of
remaining in mahi while undertaking work-based learning. Four interconnected themes emerged from

thematic analysis:

1. Akonga Why: Being Supported and the Strength to Support

This theme reflected the deep motivation behind why Maori choose to return to study later in life. For
participants, enrolling in the program was not only about gaining a qualification, it was about dignity,

identity, self-belief, enhancing mana, and showing whanau that anything is possible through their

\\ Clare Dannenberg, Jenny Fleming & Karsten E. Zegwaard \ "
\\ \ w A c E Combined Refereed Proceedings of the 6th WACE International & - 174
\ \\ A dhonasd Research Symposium, on Cooperative and Work-Integrated Education Work-Integrated Learning New Zealand

- “:r_dvi gf.:(ipd(:jr:a‘ ;n and the WILNZ Annual Conference, Auckland, 2026 Tuia te ako, tuia te mahi, tuia te ara whaihua &




professional roles. One participant shared, “I wanted my kids to see that it's never too late. I wanted
them to be proud of me and know they can do anything too.” This aligns with research that frames
Maori success as relational, collective, and tied to identity and wellbeing rather than only individual
attainment (Durie et al., 2010).

Many participants reached a stage where they chose to prioritize their own learning within their
workplace or home-based practice. As one akonga explained, “I've always looked after everyone else.
This time I chose me.” Adult learning literature highlights that mature akonga often re-enter education
when learning becomes personally meaningful and connected to life purpose and self-direction
(Knowles et al., 2006).

Pride and standing tall in mainstream spaces featured strongly. Participants spoke about wanting to
hold their qualifications with confidence in environments that have historically marginalized Maori
identity and knowledge (Hill, 2012; Williams, 2015). One participant reflected, “I want to walk into those

rooms knowing I belong there and that my knowledge matters.”

Confidence emerged as an outcome of applying learning within their workplace or home-based roles.
Participants described feeling more empowered, listened to, and recognized within their workplaces
and whanau. One facilitator noted, “You can see them standing taller. They speak up now. They know

their worth.” Work-based learning builds confidence, identity, and professional voice (Day et al., 2020).

For these akonga, success was not just theirs alone. As one participant said, “This isn’t just for me. This
is for all of us.” Kaupapa Maori understandings of learning and achievement are relational and whanau-
centred (Te Maiharoa et al., 2022).

2. Life Happening: Navigating the Complexities of Life

This theme reflects the lived reality of adult akonga Maori integrating study into ongoing mabhi,
whanau, and life pressures. As one participant said, “There’s no such thing as just being a student.
You're everything at the same time.” Managing multiple roles shapes how they engage and persist in

workplace or home-based learning (Allen, 2016). One participant described their life as “a juggle of
work, kids, bills, tangi, and study all at once”.

Fear of failing again was a strong emotional barrier for many. Prior educational experiences shaped
how participants approached new learning opportunities, influencing their confidence and willingness
to apply learning within their work or home environments (Knowles et al., 2006). As one participant

explained, “I was terrified of proving myself right, that I wasn’t smart enough.”

Financial pressure also shaped participation. Decisions about the cost of living were significant factors
in whether akonga could engage in study while employed. One participant shared, “I had to think about
whether we could afford groceries if I took time off work to study.” These barriers show that access to
tertiary education is shaped by real-life social and economic pressures, not just individual motivation
(McMurchy-Pilkington, 2013).

Burnout and overload were common experiences. Participants spoke about emotional strain, with one

akonga describing feeling “completely empty but still having to keep going.” Another shared, “There
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were days I wanted to quit because I just had nothing left.” This reinforces the need for flexible,
compassionate work-based tertiary education models that recognize adult akonga Maori as part of
whanau units rather than isolated students (Day et al., 2020).

Akonga and work-based learning literature consistently emphasize that mature learners manage
multiple roles and constraints that shape persistence and engagement (Allen, 2016; Knowles et al., 2006).
One participant described their life as “I think it was because of the time that it involved, and I felt like
it took a lot of time where I could have been giving it to others, like to work or to my whanau - the guilty
luxury of study”, while another reflected, “There’s no such thing as just being a student. You're

everything at the same time.”

3. Cultural Alignment: Highs and Lows of Being Mdori

This theme reflected both the pride of being Maori and the challenges of navigating tertiary education
systems through workplace, home, or community learning contexts. Participants spoke about feeling
proud of who they are, while also learning how to move within systems that do not always recognize
Maori identity or ways of knowing. One participant shared, “I'm proud to be Maori, but sometimes it
feels like you have to leave that part of yourself at the door to fit in.” Another reflected, “These systems
weren’t made for us, but we still show up and do it anyway.” These experiences sit within the wider

legacy of colonization and dominant schooling traditions (Derby, 2011; Hill, 2012).

Whanau sat at the heart of participants’ journeys. Akonga Maori were supported by family, friends, and
community throughout their learning and workplace, home, or community practice. One participant
said, “I didn’t do this by myself. My whole whanau was on this journey with me.” This reflects Maori
models of collective responsibility (Houkamau & Sibley, 2019).

Participants spoke about the importance of culturally grounded learning spaces, particularly wananga
and noho marae that connected directly to their workplace, home, or community roles. These spaces
created trust, safety, and connection. One akonga described a noho marae as “the first time I felt like I
truly belonged in education.” Another said, “Being on the marae changed everything. I felt safe to be
myself and to learn properly.” Kaupapa Maori research positions these relational spaces as foundational
to culturally safe education (Walker et al., 2006; Te Maiharoa et al., 2022).

Cultural alignment was also described as a need for tertiary education pathways that respect tikanga
and Maori ways of being in both study and work environments. Participants spoke about wanting
learning environments where they did not have to choose between being Maori and being a student. As
one participant said, “I shouldn’t have to leave my culture at the gate to get an education.” Reflecting

kaupapa Maori commitments and culturally grounded pedagogy (Bishop, 1995; Walker et al., 2006).

4. Facilitator: The Foundational Rock and the Key to Success

The role of the facilitator emerged as one of the most significant influences on akonga success in
navigating work-based learning requirements. Facilitators were described as relational anchors who
walked alongside akonga in integrating academic expectations with workplace, home, or community

practice. One participant shared, “She didn’t just teach me, she walked with me the whole way.”
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Relationship-based teaching aligns strongly with kaupapa Maori pedagogy, where whanaungatanga

underpins effective learning (Te Maiharoa et al., 2022).

Participants described facilitators as champions, advocates, mentors, and coaches. One akonga
explained, “She believed in me before I believed in myself.” This emphasizes that coaching and

mentoring are key conditions for akonga Maori success (Cohen, 2024).

Facilitators also witnessed profound transformation as akonga grew in confidence, capability, and self-
belief within their professional roles. One participant shared, “I couldn't have done it without you. You
motivated me. You gave me confidence.” For many akonga, this relationship made the difference
between completing and withdrawing. As one participant said, “If it wasn’t for my facilitator, I

wouldn’t have finished.” Relational support is key to achievement (Day et al., 2020).

IMPLICATIONS

This research reinforces that for Maori, tertiary education is not separate from life. For learning to

succeed, it must be woven into the everyday realities of life (Knowles et al., 2006).

Together, these findings show that for akonga Maori, learning is never just about a qualification. It is
about whanau, identity, dignity, and the future they are building for those who come after them. When
life is busy and heavy, flexible and compassionate learning makes study possible. When culture is seen
and respected, akonga feel safe to show up as themselves. And when strong relationships sit at the

center of learning, akonga do not just survive study, they thrive.

Finally, these findings suggest that work-based learning models grounded in kaupapa Maori and

relational pedagogy create strong conditions for Maori success as Maori, during and beyond study.

CONCLUSION

Ultimately, this research shows that when akonga Maori are supported to learn as Maori, within a
tertiary education that respects their ttkanga and identity, they are more likely to succeed. Work-based
learning offers a powerful pathway because it allows learning to grow from real life, real mahi, and real
purpose. When facilitators lead with whanaungatanga, trust, and belief in their akonga, tertiary

education becomes achievable and transformative for individuals, whanau, and future generations.

AIUSE STATEMENT

Generative artificial intelligence was used in the preparation of this paper for language refinement,
structural editing, and formatting support only. ChatGPT (OpenAl, GPT-5.2) was used to assist with
improving clarity, coherence, grammar, and academic presentation. All scholarly content, analysis,
interpretation, findings, and conclusions are the original work of the author and are based on the
author’s research data and thesis. Generative Al was not used to generate research content, analyze

data, or create meaning.
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Work-integrated approaches in block-mode
engineering education: Addressing instructional
design and equity gaps

MICHAEL THOMAS
Open Polytechnic of New Zealand, Waterloo, New Zealand

INTRODUCTION & CONTEXT

Graduate Diplomas in Engineering (Level 7) in New Zealand are positioned as bridging qualifications
by the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA, n.d), designed to broaden disciplinary
knowledge or to support transitions into new area of study and employment. Graduate diplomas
increasingly function as pathways to workforce participation, particularly for international students
who seek work-ready and industry aligned credentials (New Zealand Productivity Commission, 2024).
New Zealand Immigration policy further reinforces these expectations by extending post-study work
rights for Level 7 qualifications to support New Zealand skill shortage and economic needs (New
Zealand Government, 2022). As such, it is worth exploring how Graduate Diplomas in engineering
support applied learning and professional readiness, especially when the entry criteria allow students

with diverse disciplinary and experiential backgrounds to enrol.

Distance delivery models in education, such as block-mode delivery, have emerged as a common model
within engineering education in Australia and New Zealand and are valued for the flexibility they offer
to support non-traditional learners, working professionals and international students (Samarawickrema
& Cleary, 2021). However, block-mode delivery offers course content in a compressed format in a short
timeframe and reduce opportunities for sustained feedback, peer interaction, and field-based learning.
These constraints present challenges for technical disciplines such as engineering, where applied
reasoning, material engagement, and procedural engineering knowledge are central to programs like

the Graduate Diploma.

Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) enables students to connect theory with authentic professional
practice and aids in developing work-ready capabilities (Rowe & Zegwaard, 2017). Yet, WIL is not
structurally embedded within the engineering Graduate Diplomas, raising concerns about equitable
learning opportunities for students without prior disciplinary or relevant industry exposure. This
exploratory case study examines how instructional design and learner background shape learning in a
block-mode engineering course and considers implications for future, larger-scale research on WIL

integration within engineering graduate programs.

LITERATURE REVIEW

In New Zealand, entry into a Graduate Diploma is typically open to applicants who hold a bachelor’s

degree, including those from related or unrelated disciplinary backgrounds, with institutions permitted
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to admit candidates based on equivalent academic or professional experience (New Zealand
Qualifications Authority [NZQA], n.d.). In engineering graduate diplomas, providers may enrol
students from other engineering fields or science-based disciplines, and in some cases from non-
engineering backgrounds, provided they demonstrate academic capability or relevant experience, often
through recognition of prior learning processes (Careers.govtnz, n.d.). Graduate Diplomas in
Engineering offered in New Zealand are positioned at Level 7 on the New Zealand Qualifications and
Credentials Framework (NZQCF) and are intended to either broaden disciplinary knowledge or serve
as bridging qualifications towards postgraduate studies (New Zealand Qualifications Authority
[NZQA], n.d.). In practice, however, these programs function as transition pathways to workforce
participation for international and domestic learners seeking rapid entry into professional engineering
roles. This dual purpose creates tension between curriculum expectations and the diverse disciplinary
background students bring into Level 7 engineering qualifications, for students entering from non-civil

or non-engineering backgrounds.

National tertiary policy places strong emphasis on employability and workforce readiness within
graduate-level qualifications. The government explicitly frames funding and program approval around
producing a skilled and work-ready workforce aligned with national development priorities (Tertiary
Education Commission, 2021). In engineering education, professional bodies further reinforce these
expectations, emphasizing that graduates should demonstrate applied problem-solving, technical
reasoning, and workplace communication skills (Engineering New Zealand, 2020). However, Graduate
Diplomas in Engineering in New Zealand are not formally accredited by professional engineering
bodies like Engineering New Zealand, creating a potential gap between industry expectations and
program-level quality assurance. Research indicates that traditional classroom-based instruction alone
is insufficient to develop these attributes, particularly in distance models like the block-mode delivery

formats.

Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) is widely considered an effective pedagogical approach for bridging
theory and practice. WIL is consistently associated with enhanced graduate employability (Martin et
al.,, 2011), while Rowe and Zegwaard (2017) highlight WIL's role in developing professional confidence,
disciplinary identity, and applied reasoning. Within engineering contexts, procedural and contextual
knowledge integration is most effectively achieved through authentic, practice-based learning

experiences, including WIL (Jonassen et al., 2006).

Block delivery models have been increasingly adopted across Australia and New Zealand and have
been shown to improve accessibility and flexibility for non-traditional learners and working
professionals, while simultaneously intensifying cognitive and learning demands (Samarawickrema &
Cleary, 2021; Hockings, Brett, & Terentjevs, 2012). Without integration of authentic, work based and
practice-oriented learning activities, distance models like block courses would suit students with
relevant disciplinary or industry experience while disadvantaging those transitioning from unrelated
disciplinary backgrounds. There is a risk particularly for international students who complete graduate
diplomas and are often linked to post-study work pathways and residency options in New Zealand

(Immigration New Zealand, n.d.).
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Emerging literature suggests that embedding industry simulations, field-based artefacts, applied
problem solving within workplace contexts, can partially address these inequities (Berndtsson, 2020),
provided such activities are intentionally integrated and supported through curriculum design.
However, systematic scaffolding is required to be implemented for such approaches to be effective. This
study contributes to the literature by empirically studying how instructional design and limited
authentic engagement within a block-mode engineering course shape learning outcomes, highlighting

the need for more intentional integration of curriculum with WIL.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed a mixed-methods case study design to examine how instructional design and
students’ prior disciplinary background influenced learning in a block-mode, distance engineering
course. The guiding research question was: How do instructional design and learner background shape applied
knowledge development in a Level 7 engineering qualification? A case study methodology is appropriate

given the focus on understanding contextualized learning experiences.

The study was conducted within a Surfacing Technology course in a New Zealand Graduate Diploma in
Engineering program specializing in civil engineering. Fourteen students were purposively stratified
from a class of 39 to ensure representation across civil and non-civil engineering backgrounds and
across low, medium, and high achievement levels. Ethical approval was obtained prior to the study,

and informed consent was secured from all participants.

Data collection occurred in phases and included two questionnaires, classroom observations, informal
discussions, document analysis including closed-book tests and open-book assignments, and semi-
structured interviews with students and the lecturer. An intervention involving display of road
construction engineering materials provided an opportunity for tactile and hands-on exposure to road
surfacing materials. Quantitative data were analyzed descriptively to identify trends in performance
and perception, while qualitative data were thematically analyzed to identify patterns across data

sources.

FINDINGS
Instructional Design Gaps and Student Engagement

Early data collected through the first questionnaire indicated that instructional delivery relied heavily
on PowerPoint presentations and abstract explanations constrained student engagement and technical
discourse development. Questionnaire 1 showed that 71.4% of students were neutral or disagreed that
complex roading concepts were effectively communicated during Block 1. While students
acknowledged that the lecturer encouraged discussion during content delivery, classroom observations
revealed limited engagement and minimal verbal questioning and participation. This was more
prominent among international students, particularly during analytical and numerically intensive

topics.

These challenges were frequently reflected in assessment outcomes. In Test 1, several students (for

example PA, GSP, YK]) provided vague or incomplete responses to questions requiring conceptual
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reasoning were often vague or left unanswered. Informal classroom discussions with these students
further suggested that many students struggled to use engineering terms within the right context

confidently, and often repeated terminologies without proper contextual explanation.

In Week 12, road construction materials sample exhibit was introduced to give students an experience
to closely study various road construction materials and pavement surfacing core samples. The
intervention resulted in conceptual clarity, which was evident in their written responses from Test 2.
Questionnaire 2 responses showed that 10 of 14 students rated the intervention 4 or higher on a 5-point
scale, citing physical engineering samples and visual comparison of the various seal types were noted
as helpful. Test 2 results demonstrated improved responses for some students; for example, HY, AB,
and HS showed clearer conceptual explanations of various surfacing variables and material properties.
Student interview data also confirmed that interacting with physical roading materials supported
understanding of aggregate size, their texture, and the various grades of the binder which hold the
aggregates together. However, student engagement during the intervention on the day of the display,
with observations indicating that some students interacted actively while others remained mostly

passive during demonstrations and teacher explanations.

Differences Linked to Prior Disciplinary Background

There were clear performance differences amongst students with civil engineering backgrounds and
those from non-civil disciplines. Data from questionnaire 1 indicated higher confidence among students
with civil-background students (HY, AB, HJ, NS). These students also reported they had previous work
experience in relevant field and with roading concepts. In contrast, non-civil students doing this
program, (e.g., PA, JS, GSP) reported difficulty understanding basic engineering terminologies related

to the discipline and requested more examples or simplified explanations, and frequent field visits.

These disparities were prominent across assessments and student performances. Civil-background
students consistently demonstrated better performance through stronger applied reasoning in Test 1,
Test 2, and Assignment 2, especially in application type scenarios using appropriate technical
vocabulary and justifying engineering design decisions. On the other hand, non-civil students
demonstrated improved recognition of technical terminologies after the intervention but continued to
struggle with structured justification and contextual application within road engineering. Lecturer
interviews and classroom observations reinforced that prior disciplinary knowledge and practical
exposure played a significant role in students’ confidence levels, classroom participation, discussions

and their ability to articulate engineering reasoning.

DISCUSSION

This study examined how instructional design and learner background shaped engagement and
applied learning in a distance model like the block-mode, with particular attention to international
students transitioning into civil engineering contexts. The findings highlight imminent tensions and

offer implications for Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) in engineering programs.
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Instructional Design, Engagement, and Applied Learning

The findings indicate that reliance on PowerPoint-driven lectures and abstract explanations can limit
development of conceptual clarity, applied reasoning and engineering discourse, despite lecturer led
discussions in class. This aligns with prior research showing that engineering students struggle to
develop procedural and contextual understanding when learning environments lack authentic,
practice-oriented tasks (Jonassen et al., 2006). From a cognitive load perspective, such instructional
approaches are cognitively demanding, particularly in block-mode delivery where content delivery is

fast and content density is high with opportunities for feedback limited (Sweller, 2010).

The construction materials exhibit intervention only partially addressed these challenges by enabling
visual and tactile engagement with engineering artefacts. Consistent with constructivist and WIL
literature, students reported improved understanding of materials, properties, and related
terminologies when learning was anchored in physical representations of industry practice (Biggs &
Tang, 2011; Martin et al., 2011). However, some students still showed weak applied engineering
reasoning which highlights an important limitation of isolated interventions. Isolated hands-on
activities are valuable but are insufficient without systematic scaffolding and integration into
assessment and instructional sequences. This finding reinforces the argument that authenticity alone

does not guarantee deeper learning.

Prior Knowledge, Equity, and Admissions Policy

The second key finding was related to the varied learning outcomes which students brought in this
engineering class with different engineering backgrounds, which confirms concerns raised in the
literature on graduate diploma and conversion programs. While such qualifications are designed to
broaden access and support transitions across disciplines (NZQA, n.d.), they often assume all students
have similar foundational engineering knowledge (Wheelahan, 2010). In this study it was clear that
students with civil engineering backgrounds demonstrated stronger technical discourse and reasoning
across assessments, questionnaires, and during interviews, while non-civil students showed slower
improvements or continued to struggle with design justification even with time and after the

intervention was implemented.

These differences in prior knowledge have important implications for Work-Integrated Learning (WIL).
It is clear from this study that without explicit scaffolding, these programs inadvertently advantage
students who already possess relevant disciplinary knowledge related to the program and those who
are familiar with the industry (Rowe & Zegwaard, 2017). Exposure to industry artefacts as a standalone
intervention was in itself an insufficient step to reduce knowledge disparities, particularly amongst
international students negotiating unfamiliar technical language, professional norms, and applied
reasoning expectations. These findings suggest the potential value of more intentional and structured
integration of WIL within graduate diploma programs, including diagnostic preparation, structured
guidance, and progressive work-integrated engagement with industry practice. Such an approach may

be important if such programs are to fulfil their work-readiness mandate.
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CONTRIBUTIONS

This study highlights the importance of embedding authentic learning within a coherent pedagogical

structure rather than treating it as an add-on. However, the findings must be interpreted cautiously.

Based on a small, purposively selected sample (n = 14) within a single course, the study is exploratory

rather than definitive and does not permit robust comparison across subgroups. Nevertheless,

it

identifies patterns that may inform the design of larger, multi-cohort studies examining WIL integration

in block-mode engineering education.

REFERENCES

Ara Institute of Canterbury. (n.d.). Graduate attributes and work-ready skills. https://www.ara.ac.nz

Berndtsson, I. (2020). Work-integrated learning as a pedagogical tool for employability. Journal of Education and Work, 33(4),
291-305. https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2020.1780161

Careers.govt.nz. (n.d.). Graduate diploma in engineering. https://www.careers.govt.nz/qualifications/view/3071/6010

Engineering New Zealand. (2020). Graduate attributes and competencies. https://www.engineeringnz.org

Hockings, C., Brett, P., & Terentjevs, M. (2012). Making a difference — inclusive learning and teaching in higher education
through adaptive pedagogies. Higher Education, 63(6), 745-756. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-011-9495-3

Immigration New Zealand. (n.d.-a). Green list roles. https://www.immigration.govt.nz

Immigration New Zealand. (n.d.-b). Post-study work visa. https://www.immigration.govt.nz

Jonassen, D. H., Strobel, J., & Lee, C. B. (2006). Everyday problem solving in engineering: Lessons for engineering educators.
Journal of Engineering Education, 95(2), 139-151. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2168-9830.2006.tb00885.x

Martin, A., Rees, M., Edwards, M., & Paku, L. (2011). An organisational overview of work-integrated learning. Asia-Pacific
Journal of Cooperative Education, 12(1), 1-11.

New Zealand Government. (2022, July 11). Post-study work rights emphasise skills New Zealand needs.
https://www .beehive.govt.nz/release/post-study-work-rights-emphasise-skills-nz-needs

New Zealand Qualifications Authority. (n.d.). Graduate diploma qualification definitions.
https://www2.nzqa.govt.nz/qualifications-and-standards/about-qualifications-and-credentials/graduate-diploma/

New Zealand Productivity Commission. (2024). International education and economic transformation: Draft report.
https://www.treasury.govt.nz/sites/default/files/2024-05/pc-inq-is-dr-138-education-new-zealand. pdf

Rowe, A. D., & Zegwaard, K. E. (2017). Developing graduate employability skills and attributes through work-integrated
learning. Asia-Pacific Journal of Cooperative Education, 18(2), 87-99.

Samarawickrema, G., & Cleary, K. (2021). Block mode teaching: Balancing intensive delivery and student learning. Student
Success, 12(1), 21-31. https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.1579

Sweller, J. (2010). Cognitive load theory: Recent theoretical advances. Educational Psychology Review, 22(2), 123-146.

Tertiary Education Commission. (2021). Tertiary education strategy 2020-2025. https://www.tec.govt.nz

Wheelahan, L. (2010). Why knowledge matters in curriculum. Routledge.

Wintec. (2021). Employer perspectives on graduate employability in applied programmes. https://researchbank.wintec.ac.nz

i\ Clare Dannenberg, Jenny Fleming & Karsten E. Zegwaard U\\.

\\ \\ w A c E Combined Refereed Proceedings of the 6th WACE International b o

\\\ sihnciigsooperetivenid Research Symposium, on Cooperative and Work-Integrated Education Work-Integrated Learning New Zealand
work-integrated education and the WILNZ Annual Conference, Auckland, 2026 Tuia te ako, tuia te mahi, tuia te ara whaihua &

184


https://www.ara.ac.nz/
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2020.1780161
https://www.careers.govt.nz/qualifications/view/3071/6010
https://www.engineeringnz.org/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-011-9495-3
https://www.immigration.govt.nz/
https://www.immigration.govt.nz/
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2168-9830.2006.tb00885.x
https://www.beehive.govt.nz/release/post-study-work-rights-emphasise-skills-nz-needs
https://www2.nzqa.govt.nz/qualifications-and-standards/about-qualifications-and-credentials/graduate-diploma/
https://www.treasury.govt.nz/sites/default/files/2024-05/pc-inq-is-dr-138-education-new-zealand.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.1579
https://www.tec.govt.nz/
https://researchbank.wintec.ac.nz/

Balancing ethical care and pedagogical competence: A
practice architectures analysis of early childhood
work-integrated learning in Taiwan

DAT V.Q. TRAN

National Yunlin University of Science and Technology, Taiwan
PENNY LEVICKIS

HANNAH STARK

The University of Melbourne, Australia

INTRODUCTION: PRACTICE-BASED LEARNING IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

Work-integrated learning (WIL) is widely recognized as a central component of professional
preparation across disciplines (Zegwaard & Rowe, 2022). In early childhood education (ECE), WIL
placements bridge university-based theory and kindergarten realities. As Taiwanese ECE settings grow
increasingly diverse, educators must balance ethical care (relational, equity-focused support) with

pedagogical competence (evidence-based planning/assessment).

Although practice-based WIL is assumed to integrate these dimensions, how workplace conditions
shape this balance remains underexplored in Taiwan. This study investigates how practice-based WIL
supports early-career early childhood teachers (ECTs) (2-5 years’ experience, degree-qualified) to

navigate care-rigor tensions.

This paper reimagines WIL as a site for reshaping practice architectures toward care, rigor, and social

justice. There are two research questions guiding the study:

How does practice-based WIL support early career ECTs to integrate academic theory with

authentic practice in diverse ECE settings?

How do sayings, doings, and relatings within practice architectures shape educators’ capacities

to balance ethical care with pedagogical competence during WIL?

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: PRACTICE ARCHITECTURES

The motivation for more research in WIL and its application as a driver for social development is evident
across professional disciplines (Zegwaard & Rowe, 2019). Similar to Gibbs et al. (2022), who unpacked
practice architectures for early childhood education research, and Salamon et al. (2020), who examined
exemplary early childhood educators through this lens, this study in early childhood work-integrated
learning (WIL) was framed by the theory of practice architectures.

This practice theory aims to demonstrate how social life and education are transformed through
professional practice. The theory was introduced by Stephen Kemmis and Peter Grootenboer (2008) and
has continued to evolve as originators and scholars engage with it in research and practice (Kemmis et

al., 2014). The value of the Theory of Practice Architectures lies in its role as a theoretical resource for
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building understanding of professional practice, an analytical resource for investigating how
environments enable and constrain practice, and a transformational resource for improving practice

toward social justice.

While the theory has been used across early childhood contexts to identify practices and arrangements
enabling high-quality pedagogy (Gibbs et al., 2022), it has not been previously applied systematically
to practice-based WIL in early childhood teacher preparation.

In practice architectures, professional practice is understood as a social human activity where sayings
(professional discourses and languages), doings (pedagogical actions within practice environments),
and relatings (social relationships and power dynamics) link together in particular projects (purposes)
of practice within specific sites like kindergartens and WIL placements (Kemmis & Grootenboer, 2008).
These dimensions are shaped by cultural-discursive, material-economic, and social-political
arrangements that enable and constrain what is possible in practice (Mahon et al., 2017). Rather than
treating theory—practice gaps as individual deficiencies, practice architectures locate tensions within
these structural conditions. This framing is particularly valuable for examining WIL, where university
and workplace arrangements intersect and sometimes conflict. It allows analysis of how ethical care and
pedagogical competence are produced within particular sites, rather than assumed to transfer

automatically from coursework.

FIGURE 1: Early Childhood Educator Practices - Sayings, Doings, and Relatings (Visual framework
developed by the authors, adapted from Kemmis and Grootenboer (2008); not previously published)

Professional
Discourses

Sayings

Project

Socia
Relationships

Pedagogica
Actions

Relatings

METHODOLOGY

A sequential mixed-methods design was employed (Figure 2). In Phase 1, quantitative WIL evaluation
data were analyzed to examine development in ethical care and pedagogical competence across

placements. Ethical care was defined as relational, responsive, and ethically attuned practice with
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children, families, and colleagues, encompassing empathy, respect, and professional responsibility.
Pedagogical competence referred to the knowledge, skills, and judgement required to design,
implement, and evaluate developmentally appropriate curriculum and assessment. These domains
were assessed using structured WIL instruments aligned with program learning outcomes and

professional standards, addressing RQ1.

In Phase 2, curriculum document analysis informed focus groups and interviews with early-career early
childhood teachers. This phase explored how participants experienced integrating ethical care and
pedagogical competence, and how contextual conditions enabled or constrained this process (RQ2).
Data were interpreted through the Theory of Practice Architectures. Participants were degree-qualified

teachers (2-5 years’ post-qualification).

FIGURE 2: A three-step approach to data collection

WIL Progra Step 3 Individual
Step 1 Evaluation Step 2 tep Interviews

Practice Architectures Analysis (TPA lens)

Ethical Considerations

This study complies with the ethical standards of the Center for Taiwan Academic Research Ethics
Education (Approval No. 5114026986). Informed consent was obtained from all participants, and all

data were anonymized.

Data Analysis

Quantitative: WIL program evaluations (n=30 placements) assessed ethical care and pedagogical
competence using supervisor ratings from the Taiwan Ministry of Education (MOE) Early Childhood
Education Quality Evaluation Framework (2022) and National Taichung University ECE-WIL
Performance Rubrics. Pre/post-placement were compared using paired-samples t-tests ratings showed
significant improvement: ethical care from M=3.1 to 4.2 (p<0.001); pedagogical competence from M=3.3

to 4.4 (p<0.001) across 5-point performance scales.

Qualitative: Curriculum document analysis (n=12 WIL syllabi from Taiwan universities) and individual
interviews (n=10 early career educators) were transcribed and analyzed using NVivo 14. Initial coding
identified tensions/enablers, followed by axial coding aligned with Practice Architecture categories:
Project (care-rigor balance), Sayings (professional discourses), Doings (pedagogical actions), Relatings

(social relationships).
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FINDINGS: PRACTICE-BASED WIL FOR A RESPONSIVE ECE CURRICULUM

Analysis of evaluations, curriculum documents, and interviews indicated that practice-based WIL
strengthens ethical care and pedagogical competence for early-career ECTs (RQ1), while social
awareness and critical consciousness were only partially developed (RQ2). Four interconnected practice
projects emerged through participants’ sayings, doings, and relatings, illustrating how practice
architectures shape educators’ capacities to integrate academic theory with authentic practice and to
balance ethical care with pedagogical competence (RQ2). Together, these findings address RQ1 by
demonstrating measurable professional growth in ethical care and pedagogical competence and RQ2
by revealing how WIL mediates the integration of theory and practice, highlighting both enabling

conditions and structural constraints in preparing educators for diverse ECE settings.

The first project, (un)reality of practice, highlighted tensions between university discourse and
workplace realities. Coursework foregrounded child-centered, play-based pedagogy, yet some
placement sites prioritized order and school readiness. As one educator noted, “In class we emphasize
child-centered, play-based learning, but some placements still talk mainly about ‘keeping order’ and
‘getting children ready for primary school’” (FG). Although students prepared theoretically informed
lesson plans, they often adopted mentors’ established routines in busy classrooms, “quickly copy the
mentor’s routine instead of trying their own ideas” (I1). Hierarchical mentor—student relationships
further limited critical questioning. Theory was thus not rejected but subordinated to perceived

practical necessity within existing authority structures and material constraints.

The second project, caring here and there, showed that care was central but unevenly enacted.
Participants framed care mainly as warmth and harmony in classroom interactions, while
acknowledging the need to understand family contexts: “We tell students that care must include
understanding families” backgrounds” (I3). However, information about children’s home languages
and family situations was “not always used when planning daily activities” (I5). Students described
strong relationships with children but less confidence engaging with parents or negotiating with senior
teachers. Ethical care therefore remained largely classroom-bound rather than extending across home-

school relationships and broader social contexts.

The third project, reflection on and for practice, suggested that reflection was required but not
consistently transformative. Students could explain reflection conceptually yet struggled to connect it
to dilemmas involving children and families (I7). Journals often described events rather than analyzing
causes or alternatives (I2). However, when mentors engaged in dialogic conversations and shared
uncertainties, reflection deepened: “When mentors sit with students... reflection becomes more honest
and meaningful” (I6). Reflection functioned as a mechanism for change only when supported by

relational trust; otherwise, it became procedural compliance.
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TABLE 1: Sayings, Doings, and Relatings in Four Key ECE WIL Projects

. The (un)reality of Caring here and  Reflection on and Changing
The Project . . )
practice there for practice practice
“In class we
emphasize child- “We tell students “We want them to
“Students can . ]
centered, play- that care must . notice unfairness
. . explain what .
based learning, but  include L or exclusion, not
. reflection is, but .
some placements understanding ) just follow
. ) . . they still struggle )
Sayings still talk mainly families’ . routines, but we do
. to connect it to the
about ‘keeping backgrounds, not . not yet have clear
. ) real dilemmas they
order’ and ‘getting  only children’s . . language or
. o face with children .
children ready for =~ behavior in the outcomes for this
) and parents.” (I7) )
primary school”.” classroom.” (I3) in WIL.” (FG)
(FG)
“We ask them to “They write “Some courses
“Students prepare . . o ] ]
. gather information  reflection journals  tried community
rich lesson plans at . . o
. . . about children’s every week, but projects or joint
university, but in . .
home languages many entries tasks with
busy classrooms . . .
. . and family describe events kindergartens, but
Doings they quickly copy o . . .
; situations, yet this rather than these innovations
the mentor’s . o
L. isnot alwaysused  questioning why are not yet
routine instead of . . .
. . when planning things happened consistent across
trying their own . Lo .
ideas.” (I1) daily activities.” and what could all WIL subjects.”
ideas.
(I5) change.” (I2) (I9)
“They see mentors  “Students form “When mentors sit .
. . . “ECE setting staff
as experts and feel ~ warm relationships with students, .
) . . and kindergarten
they cannot with children but listen carefully,
] . . . mentors say they
question practices,  feel less confident ~ and share their i
value
Relatings even when those when interacting own doubts,

practices differ
from what they
learned at

university.” (FG)

with parents or
negotiating with
senior teachers.”
(14)

reflection becomes
more honest and
meaningful for
both.” (16)

collaboration, but
often we still plan
and assess

separately.” (FG)

The fourth project, changing practice, captured aspirations for innovation alongside

structural

fragmentation. Educators emphasized inclusion and fairness but lacked explicit WIL outcomes

supporting social justice: “We want them to notice unfairness... but we do not yet have clear language

or outcomes for this in WIL” (FG). While some community collaborations existed (I9), initiatives were

inconsistent and university—placement partnerships remained separate. Consequently, innovation was

fragmented, leaving WIL's potential to reshape ECE practice architectures only partially realized.
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DISCUSSION: PRACTICE-BASED WIL IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

These findings indicate that practice-based WIL can enhance early career ECT preparation when ethical
care, pedagogical competence, and social justice are deliberately embedded. The Theory of Practice
Architectures (Kemmis & Grootenboer, 2008; Kemmis et al., 2014) clarifies how sayings, doings, and
relatings shape practice, showing that gaps often reflect structural conditions: hierarchical authority,

institutional routines, and assessment pressures, rather than individual deficits.

Analysis of participant experiences revealed four key patterns in WIL. The (un)reality of practice shows
that tensions between theory and classroom realities are shaped by site-specific limits. Students often
follow mentor routines despite preparing their own lesson plans, highlighting the need for support to
try out child-centered approaches. Caring here and there points to the importance of extending care
beyond the classroom, including families and culturally responsive practices. Reflection on and for
practice works best when guided by discussion, co-reflection, and trust, helping students move from
describing events to thinking critically. Experiences of changing practice show potential for innovation,
such as community partnerships and inclusive curriculum design, although these are often limited by

inconsistent use and separate planning between universities and schools.

Key levers for supporting socially conscious and pedagogically rigorous WIL emerge. First, learning
outcomes and assessment rubrics should explicitly include social justice, ethical care, and inclusive
pedagogy alongside technical competence. Second, structured reflective frameworks, critical case
discussions, co-reflective mentoring can support students move from description to analysis and action.
Third, inclusive curriculum design and community engagement ensure diverse family and community
perspectives shape practice, reinforcing that ethical care is relational and contextually situated.
Deliberately aligning WIL activities, discourses, and relationships with these priorities enables early
career ECTs to develop capacities to balance care and rigor within authentic practice architectures. The
empirical evidence indicates that ethical care and pedagogical competence are produced within practice
sites, not automatically transferred from coursework. This study contributes to the international WIL
literature by showing that care-rigor integration emerges from the interaction of practice architectures,
deliberate scaffolding, and relational trust. The four practice projects provide practical guidance for
universities, mentors, and curriculum designers seeking to prepare early career educators capable of

ethical, evidence-based, and socially aware practice in increasingly diverse early childhood settings.
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INTRODUCTION

Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) is defined as a scaffolded educational approach that engages students,
academic institutions and external partners in authentic, meaningful experiences that integrate theory
with practice as part of the curriculum (Zegwaard et al., 2023). There are several models globally that
have attempted to operationalize WIL. This paper examines a distinctive Work-Integrated Learning
Program (WILP) model practiced at a multi-mode, multi-campus institution in India (Venkataraman &
Sundar, 2023). Operating for over 45 years, this long-standing model (henceforth referred to as WILP
Model) has served approximately 135,000 working professionals, enabling employees in the formal
sector to pursue undergraduate and postgraduate degrees while maintaining full-time employment.
Intentionally designed for employed learners, the workplace becomes their primary learning
environment in this model. This analysis draws upon institutional inquiry conducted through
discussion with institutional leadership and faculty members, document review encompassing official
websites and program brochures across B.Tech, M.Tech, MBA, M.Sc., and Postgraduate Diploma
offerings, and secondary literature on higher education, work-integrated learning, and adult education

to answer the following research questions:

RQ1. How is the studied WIL framework designed in alignment with established WIL theoretical

frameworks?

RQ2. What features distinguish the studied WIL model from existing national and international

work-integrated learning models?

RQ3. How does the studied WIL model function as a strategic response to challenges within

Indian and global higher education and labor markets?

LITERATURE REVIEW

This literature review presents a comparative overview (shown in Table 1) of the WIL models discussed
in literature. Traditional WIL models predominantly involve temporary work placements for

undergraduate learners in authentic work settings (e.g. Effeney, 2020). These models evolved from
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apprenticeship models (Davide, 2013) to post-technocratic models (Pham et al., 2018) that emphasized

greater critical reflection for navigating changing workplaces.

TABLE 1: Comparative Overview of Work-Integrated Learning Models in Literature

WIL Model

Description

Relationship to WILP

Apprenticeship models
(Davide, 2013; Pham et.al.,
2018)

Cooperative education
(Carmichael et.al., 2018),
Triadic model (Murtazin et
al., 2020), integrated training
(Davide, 2013), German dual
system (Murtazin et al.,
2020), degree
apprenticeships (Quew-
Jones, 2023).

Integrated and In-house
Models (Major, 2016)

Virtual WIL (Wood et al.,
2020) and Distance Model
(Major, 2016)

Workplaces train individuals in

applying theory to practice.

Formally co-designed programs
by educational institutions and
employers. Often structured as
alternative pathways to
conventional degrees with a

work-readiness focus.

University-employer
partnerships, with co-design of
curriculum and faculty
embedded at organizational

sites.

Remote and technology-
mediated approaches to WIL
designed to improve work-
readiness for geographically
dispersed or remotely placed

individuals.

WILP shares a reflective practice
orientation, but it serves already-
employed professionals rather

than pre-employment learners.

WILP shares the triadic structure
with the learner as an active agent
alongside the institution and
employer, but it targets learning
within existing careers, rather

than initial work-readiness.

Though closely related, WILP
operates at scale through a
dedicated division with campus
academics and industry experts
delivering instruction, rather than
ad hoc faculty placement at

individual organizational sites.

WILP shares the flexibility of
remote delivery but is
distinguished by its design for
working professionals seeking
continued professional
development, rather than work-

readiness.

Contemporary models featuring concurrent learning co-designed by both academia and industry are
referred to using terms like ‘integrated training’ (Davide, 2013), ‘German dual system’ (Murtazin et al.,
2020), ‘cooperative education’ (Carmichael et.al.,, 2018), and ‘degree apprenticeships’ (Quew-Jones,
2023). Murtazin et al. (2020) present a variation called the triadic model that considers the learner as an

active agent contributing to this process along with the institution and the employer. These models
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typically represent alternative pathways to conventional university degrees focusing on work-readiness
rather than large-scale programs for already-employed professionals. Remote work-readiness
approaches including virtual WIL (Wood et al., 2020) and the distance model (Major, 2016) have also

been documented.

Major (2016) describes the integrated and in-house models, where faculty and curriculum are provided
by the university for students already situated in workplace contexts through university-employer
partnerships. This approach closely resembles the WILP model. However, these models embed select
faculty within organizations, whereas WILP operates at scale through a dedicated division with faculty

comprising both campus academics holding advanced degrees and industry experts.

Through authentic work contexts, academia-industry collaboration, and reflective practice, WILP shares
similarities with global WIL models. However, WILP remains a distinct large-scale model specifically

designed for working professionals, and is under-documented in the literature.

A DESCRIPTION OF THE WILP MODEL AND ITS DISTINGUISHING FEATURES

WILP facilitates simultaneous engagement with learning and working for learners across various stages
of the work lifecycle, serving a diverse demographic with learners ranging from 18 to 55 years of age,
and geographical distribution spanning across India and including international locations. The design
of WILP emphasizes career progression and professional relevance through sector-specific curricula to
a greater extent than typical on-campus offerings. It mandates organizational commitment as a
prerequisite for enrollment with an endorsement from organizations committing to provide academic
and logistic support and alignment between intended program of study and professional
responsibilities. Operating at a scale of roughly 50,000 students enrolled every semester, it leverages
technology for synchronous and asynchronous instruction, using virtual, remote, and
augmented/virtual reality laboratory infrastructure. However, the instruction is also comparable to
campus programs in terms of academic rigor, with an equivalent number of hours of instruction. The
curriculum incorporates substantial industry involvement, with instructors drawn from campus faculty
as well as experts from industry, collaborating on curriculum design and regular review. Assessments
are supported by educational technologies such as learning management systems, cloud-based
platforms, and proctored environments, designed to be continuous, relative, and flexible focusing on

theory-practice integration.

ALIGNMENT OF THE WILP MODEL WITH ESTABLISHED THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

The WILP model demonstrates alignment with multiple established pedagogical frameworks. Firstly,
it aligns with established features of WIL such as authentic work context, intentional integration of
theory and practice, and multiple stakeholder engagement (Zegwaard et.al., 2023). The model
exemplifies self-directed learning (Knowles, 1975) with self-governing learners applying new
knowledge from the structured curriculum to congruent work tasks. Therefore, we can characterize it
as a form of institutionally scaffolded self-direction. They exercise significant control over their
education through flexible content delivery, elective customization, multimodal instruction, and

assessment options.
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The programs also operationalize experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2014) with their workplace
functioning as a living laboratory, augmented by simulated learning scenarios and virtual laboratories.
The situated learning and capstone assessments (which require learners to apply acquired knowledge
to self-selected workplace problems and to document and reflect on outcomes) are grounded in theories
of situated cognition (Billet,1996), communities of practice (Lave and Wenger,1991) and reflective
practice (Schon, 1983).

In addition to leveraging existing communities of practice at workplaces, WILP’s approach also enables
peer-assisted learning mechanisms (Penman et al., 2024), involving organizational mentors and learning
facilitators drawn from the industry, strongly aligning with socio-constructivist principles and

Vygotsky's (1978) zone of proximal development.

CHALLENGES IN INDIAN HIGHER EDUCATION AND LABOUR MARKET
Skills-Employment Mismatch

In the Indian higher education context as well as globally, there exists a significant mismatch between
educational qualifications and employment requirements (Salas-Velasco, 2021; Sengupta, 2017). The
phenomenon of this mismatch manifests in two forms primarily: a horizontal mismatch (graduates
accept positions requiring a degree but not in their field of study) or a vertical mismatch (degree holders
accept positions not requiring their level of qualification), which are documented through articles such
as Freeman (1976) and Leuven and Oosterbeek (2011). International evidence from the labor market also
note a growing concern on over-education (OECD, 2011; McGuinness, 2006; Rubb, 2003), with cases like
post-graduates taking up jobs that require only a graduate degree (or no tertiary qualification at all) and
facing competition from those with even higher degrees. This mismatch can be seen as one of the reasons
for students pursuing higher degrees not for knowledge acquisition but because they cannot secure

employment that they consider suitable, creating a cycle of credential inflation.

Financial Barriers and Incorrect Cost-Benefit Assessment

In India, students and their parents face significant financial constraints. Though premier government
institutions like IITs and IIMs offer subsidized tuition, admission often requires expensive coaching
programs that place such institutions beyond the reach of many families. Further the competitive exams
and other narrow indicators that determine admission into these institutions have contributed to what
Altbach and Mathews (2024) describe as an "exam crazy" culture. This combination of high stakes
testing and financial burdens can also distort decision-making around higher education. Students and
families may inadequately assess the true costs (both personal and social) and benefits of pursuing
particular degrees (Cappelli, 2020). The cost includes the difficulty in completing the program
successfully given their ability, while benefits are based on expectations of better employment and

income after completing the program, with incorrect judgements on both counts.

The Signaling Function of Higher Education

Research in the global and Indian labor market shows the primarily signaling function of a higher
education rather than the educational content (Bhattacharya & Percy, 2021), with employers prioritizing

institutional reputation and admission selectivity over program-specific knowledge. This dynamic
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explains why many professional program graduates pursue careers unrelated to their education

(Kamath, 2011), contributing to a substantial waste of human and financial resources.

Lesser focus on the relevance of the content and teaching

Contemporary higher education institutions face both incentives and penalties for research
performance over teaching quality and relevance (Lauder & Mayhew, 2020; Shephard & Santhakumar,
2024). This emphasis discourages faculty from focusing on the quality and relevance of teaching. Due
to these systemic challenges, a sizable student population may be primarily interested in credential
acquisition rather than substantive learning. However, in the next section, this paper will demonstrate
how the WILP model represents a departure from these conventional patterns and addresses these

challenges through its distinctive design.

SITUATING THE WILP MODEL AS A STRATEGIC RESPONSE TO CHALLENGES IN HIGHER
EDUCATION

WILP can improve access to higher education among individuals who take up employment early due
to socioeconomic and family circumstances. It not only allows them to continue earning a living, but
also to some extent offsets the cost of education with tuition being borne by employers in many cases,
in part or full. It also addresses the mismatch between education and employment as the program is
facilitated by employers and industry experts and is likely to be of direct relevance to market needs.
This ensures that employed learners remain relevant in their respective domains, and utilize newly
acquired learning in their work, reducing the wastage of resources. In the WILP model, the signaling
role of the degree from a reputed institution may still retain value, but the absence of competitive
entrance examinations and the low rejection rate improve its accessibility. Moreover, this signaling role
of the degree is relatively limited as the WILP students are already employed. Here, students are not
selected based on narrow criteria but have already been hired by companies for specific roles, with
employers having an incentive to assess students’” aptitude appropriately. With employers nominating
students for specific programs, there is a stronger alignment between students” aptitude and interests

and the requirements of the program, and therefore a better assessment of costs and benefits.

In addition to better cost-benefit match, the close alignment between learning and current employment
can generate higher learner interest. With employed learners typically entering the program with clearer
career goals and skill needs, teachers also experience a higher incentive to design educational content
that meets them. In addition to supporting teaching that is closely aligned with workplaces, the WILP
model also provides opportunities for faculty to conduct applied research with industry partners, which

conventional universities often must make considerable efforts to obtain.

CONCLUSION

Though the WILP model emerges as a strong response to some of the existing challenges in conventional
higher education settings, it is not without its challenges. One such challenge is the diverse expectations
of employers and students, not all of which may center on improving workplace proficiency. In addition
to role-specific skills, WILP is also required to equip learners with general disciplinary knowledge and

promote lifelong learning. Striking the appropriate balance between the two emerges as a significant

i\ Clare Dannenberg, Jenny Fleming & Karsten E. Zegwaard \ "
\\ \ w A c E Combined Refereed Proceedings of the 6th WACE International & - 196
\ \\ Rl atbon asd Research Symposium, on Cooperative and Work-Integrated Education Work-Integrated Learning New Zealand
- smsiarb Sotplriichoiod and the WILNZ Annual Conference, Auckland, 2026 Tuia te ako, tuia te mahi, tuia te ara whaihua &



challenge. With both teachers and technology playing crucial roles in the learning environments created
at WILP, there is a need for sustained research and reflection on enhancing the pedagogic practices and
strategies. This may include understanding teachers’ exposure to industry contexts through their
learner cohorts, examining ways in which peer interaction is facilitated to develop technical,
operational, and social skills, and understanding the motivations and experiences of learners who
undertake education that closely resembles both full-time student and full-time worker model. To this
end, a detailed case study is being conducted to carry out some of these explorations as well as provide
detailed documentation of this WILP Model and its evolution. Further studies may extend this work
through comparative analyses, longitudinal investigations of learner outcomes, and theory-building

around work-integrated higher education models for working professionals.

Al Use Statement

Al assistance was used solely to improve language clarity and readability; no analytical decisions were

supported by AL
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The role of TVET colleges in facilitating experiential
learning for occupational programs

VIMBELO SIPHOKAZI
NDUNA NOTHEMBA
Cape Peninsula University of Technology, Cape Town, South Africa

INTRODUCTION/BACKGROUND

There is substantial growth, as the government strongly supports improving vocational education
(Peter, Peter, & Peter, 2025). The growth includes phasing out some of the programs. Technical and
Vocational Education and Training (TVET) Colleges are in the process of phasing out National
Accredited Technical Education Diploma (NATED) courses and have already phased out N1-N3. They
are introducing Occupational programs to be facilitated by TVET colleges. TVET Occupational
programs are industry-aligned training courses designed to equip students with practical skills,
knowledge, and workplace experience for specific trades or professions (Kobia et al, 2024). According
to Bakar, Mohamed, Maskur, and Chamidy (2025), the transformation of TVET is believed to play a
critical role in enhancing educational equality, student engagement, and industry readiness. Thus, an
effective program like Occupational programs that targets TVET students’ academic and practical skills
needs through experiential learning is necessary to motivate them to learn and empower them to

achieve financial independence, self-reliance, and productivity (Mirabel, Sewagegn & Diale, 2022).

Experiential learning is a significant component of the Occupational program (Mayombe, 2024). Bartle
(2015) describes experiential learning as a process with four stages: learning begins with experiences
that allow participants to observe, review, and reflect on what they have practiced, and then to critically
reflect to consciously link their experiences to theory. With the introduction of the Occupational
programs, students would apply the theory they learned in the classroom to the industry and,
thereafter, utilize both experiences in the workplace. The effectiveness of these Occupational programs
depends mainly on lecturers' ability to provide instruction aligned with current practice (Zascerinska,

2022). Therefore, this study will address the following research questions:

e How do TVET colleges incorporate experiential learning into their occupational programs to

enhance student engagement and skill development?

e How can the facilitation of experiential learning opportunities for TVET Occupational students

be effective?

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The study aims to explore the facilitation of Occupational programs in TVET colleges. Occupational
programs are more practical than the NATED programs being phased out, which require work

experience learning. This study adopts experiential learning theory as proposed by Davis and Kolb to
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guide the research methodology, defining learning as the holistic engagement of affective, perceptual,
cognitive, and behavioral processes (Kolb & Kolb, 2003). The experiential learning theory encourages
students to fully and openly engage in new experiences, reflect on and observe these experiences from
various perspectives, and appropriately apply theory to their life situations (Kolb & Kolb, 2003). The
figure below illustrates the different stages of the experiential learning cycle, which lay the foundation
for understanding experiential learning. Additionally, Bartle’s (2015) process builds on this framework

by elaborating on the practical implementation of these stages in the learning contexts.

FIGURE 1: Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (1984) and its Relation to Bartle’s (2015) Experiential
Learning Theory.

Applying the principles of experiential learning theory in TVET programs, such as the Occupational
program, enables TVET lecturers to structure learning experiences that prepare students for the labor
market (Mayombe, 2024), the concrete experience stage, in which students actively gain practical
experience. Moreover, this theory describes a practical type of education that enables students to apply
their theoretical understanding to real-world situations (Zaman & Mozammel, 2017), which is the active
experimentation stage in which they apply what they have learned to new situations. Thus, experiential
learning theory is appropriate for this study, as it guides the process of facilitating the acquisition of

practical skills by TVET students through occupational programs.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Research approach

The study is qualitative as it focuses more on document analysis. The presentation of the findings is
guided by the two research questions. The Automotive Motor Mechanic role serves as a reference point,
and the Quality Council for Trades and Occupations (QCTO, 2020) guideline document is the primary

source, as it guides the implementation of occupational skills.

Research question 1: How do TVET colleges implement experiential learning in their occupational

programs to enhance student engagement and skill acquisition?

TVET colleges implement experiential learning through structured programs that incorporate both
theoretical and practical components, as exemplified in the Automotive Motor Mechanic
Occupational program developed by the Quality Council for Trades and Occupations (QCTO,
2022). The curriculum aligns with the National Qualifications Framework Act (2008), emphasizing
the historical importance of occupational programs. It reveals that the design of TVET colleges’
curricula should integrate theoretical knowledge with practical skills, enabling students to apply
classroom learning to real-world situations. For instance, the Automotive Motor Mechanical
program includes hands-on activities like engine work, diagnostics, and repairs, which enhance
student engagement. When students participate in practical tasks, they are more likely to retain
information and cultivate a passion for the subject. This dual approach is crucial as it enhances
active engagement and keeps students motivated by clarifying the relevance of their studies to

future careers.

TVET colleges play a significant role in preparing students for the workforce (Kobia et al., 2024).
However, research indicates that TVET students often struggle to connect theoretical knowledge
with practical applications, which can lead to underperformance (Ali, Bungu, & Shurill, 2025). This
situation is concerning, especially since TVET lecturers are expected to possess the qualifications
necessary to teach practical skills and foster a supportive learning environment (QCTO, 2022).
Moreover, Van der Bijl and Taylor (2016) raise questions about the industry-related skills of college
lecturers, highlighting the need for experiential learning opportunities for both lecturers and
students. To address these challenges, I propose that lecturers participate in experiential learning
themselves. Engaging in such experiences not only enriches their understanding and skill set but
also enhances their teaching practices. Studies indicate that experiential learning for lecturers
differs from that of students, as it builds their knowledge, promotes practical experience, and hones
their teaching abilities.

Interestingly, the QCTO document underlines the importance of assessment and feedback, along
with work experience guidelines, drawing parallels to the Occupational programs offered in
Malaysia. The Malaysian Department of Skills and Development developed the National
Occupational Framework and the National Occupational Skills Standard as guidelines for

curriculum development (Hussan et al., 2021), much as the QCTO guides the Occupational
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curriculum in South Africa. The use of diverse assessment tools, such as learning journals and task
checklists, encourages continuous feedback, which is crucial to the experiential learning cycle
(QCTO, 2022). Reflective practices empower students to evaluate their performance and identify

areas for improvement, facilitating deeper learning and greater skill retention.

The document also recommends a lecturer-to-student ratio of 1:24 for lectures and 1:15 for practical
training, emphasizing a focused approach to individual student engagement that allows for
personal support during training (QCTO, 2022). Combining various assessment methods with
continuous feedback and appropriate lecturer-to-student ratios cultivates a supportive learning
environment that promotes active engagement. Regarding the experiential learning theory applied
in this study, lecturers can better prepare themselves to support students through reflective
practices that enhance skill retention. Additionally, the focus on continuous feedback and
appropriate lecturer-to-student ratios further underscores the significance of personalized

engagement in the learning process.

Research question 2: How can the facilitation of experiential learning opportunities for TVET
Occupational students be effective? To answer this question, insights can be drawn from the data
regarding the supporting structures and guidelines developed under the Skills Development Act and
QCTO framework:

According to the Skills Development Act (1998), collaboration between the public and private sectors is
very important. By cultivating strong partnerships with automotive industry stakeholders, TVET
colleges can align their Automotive curricula with current market demands, ensuring that their training
outcomes are both relevant and practical. Additionally, the study conducted by Papier and Mawoyo
(2020) highlighted the development of practical skills and collaboration with industry to locate students’

learning in practical vocational contexts.

The QCTO document highlights the significance of a comprehensive support infrastructure, which
aligns with experiential learning theory by emphasizing the need for adequate resources—such as
access to computers, relevant training materials, and standard facilities—that create a supportive
learning environment. This infrastructure is crucial for facilitating effective experiential learning,
particularly in fields like motor mechanics, as it allows students to engage with contemporary tools and
technologies. However, many TVET colleges face challenges in implementing occupational skills

training due to a lack of work-integrated learning spaces and limited resources (Madambi, 2025).

Moreover, integrating legal and safety requirements into the training program is essential for ensuring
students not only acquire practical skills but also understand the importance of maintaining safety
standards in a professional setting. This integration is vital for preparing students to operate
competently and responsibly in the workforce. Incorporating external assessments and additional
assignments broadens the evaluation of student competencies, allowing for a richer understanding of
theoretical foundations alongside practical skills. Such thorough assessments align well with
experiential learning by fostering a holistic understanding of the discipline, thereby enhancing skill
acquisition. Furthermore, establishing clear entry requirements (NQF Level 1 with Mathematics) and
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well-defined learning pathways, including guidelines for work experience, contributes significantly to
the effectiveness of experiential learning. This clarity enables students to prepare adequately,
empowering them to navigate their educational journeys purposefully, such as during my upcoming

community engagement project in the Eastern Cape.

In conclusion, the findings suggest that TVET colleges are well-equipped to effectively implement and
facilitate experiential learning in occupational programs. By leveraging current frameworks and best
practices, these institutions can enhance student engagement and ultimately produce graduates who

are competent and ready to meet the demands of the labor market.

IMPLICATIONS
The findings imply that:

e The Occupational programs curricula should be developed to balance theoretical and practical,

with hands—on learning.

e TVET colleges to ensure that they use teaching methods and assessments that incorporate

experiential learning.
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INTRODUCTION

Introducing the stretch/reach dichotomy in work-integrated learning (WIL) decision-making within
Hospitality, Tourism, and Events (HTE), this paper centers on equity between domestic and
international students. Reach regards access to organizations and opportunities, stretch concerns
growth and development. By exploring the tension between accessible reach, learning stretch, and
remuneration, institutions can improve access, support, and cultural preparation for all students. The
factors students consider when selecting WIL experiences, regarding host placement organization or
model of WIL (placement, remote, or simulated), are not well understood; therefore, it is important to
consider how WIL experiences may differ when students self-select HTE organizations. Identifying
demographic details and WIL attributes (e.g., paid or unpaid), will help define the support required.
This research offers insights gained from participant hindsight to raise awareness of the student voice
in WIL and encourage learning focused decision-making. This research asks: how does pre-WIL
preparation influence domestic and international students’ choices when self-selecting WIL

opportunities? This question concerns student agency, access, and placement decision-making.

LITERATURE

WIL is recognized as a beneficial educational endeavor that connects three key stakeholders: the
student, educational institution, and an external organization. There are many models of WIL practice,
which became evident during the COVID-19 pandemic, especially in HTE ‘pink collar’ service
industries (Reid, 2020). It is important for all stakeholders to be clear on what WIL is and the nuanced
connection between WIL and employability (Jackson, 2016), regardless of the level of pay during WIL.

WIL facilitates the development of graduate capitals, yet this may not be the same for all student groups.
International students may lack local networks or familiarity with host country workplace norms,
jargon, and hierarchy (Gribble et al., 2015; Jackson, 2017). Institutions must clearly inform students at
the outset if self-placement is required (Gribble et al., 2015), provide additional support for international
students to become proactive in seeking WIL opportunities (Ferns et al., 2024) and to develop the social
capital to independently secure placements (Jackson & Cook, 2023). Competition between students for
placements (Felton & Harrison, 2017) and inadequate institutional resourcing, has been found to widen

the equity gap between domestic and international students (Vu et al., 2021).
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The New Zealand Tertiary and International Learners Code of Practice (NZQA, 2021, commonly known
as the Pastoral Care Code) obliges providers to identify and remove barriers, promote participation,
and support career development for all learners. Across the sector, there is a growing emphasis on
resilience (van Kessel et al., 2022) student wellbeing (Zegwaard & Adams-Hutcheson, 2025) and the
need for accessible and equitable WIL opportunities (Jackson & Cook, 2023; Lawlis et al., 2024).

METHODS

The study was underpinned by the interpretive paradigm (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) and used an
explanatory sequential mixed methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018): a survey followed by
semi-structured interviews and document analysis. Quantitative data analysis identified trends, while

qualitative data provided further explanation and greater depth.

Participants were current students or recent alumni from a hospitality or tourism undergraduate degree
at a large metropolitan New Zealand university. The sample of 253 included a high proportion of
international participants (39%, n = 99), representative of the total population. In this paper the core
comparison is between the 154 domestic students and alumni and the 99 international students and
alumni. For conciseness, these participants will be referred to collectively as domestics (n = 154) or
internationals (n = 99). The most frequent model of WIL was onsite placements (78.7%). The one-hour
semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven participants who were purposefully selected

based on their WIL model and prior work experience.

Quantitative data were collected in Qualtrics® and analyzed in SPSS® applying descriptive statistics and
non-parametric tests (Chi-Square and Mann-Whitney). Qualitative open-answer survey question data
and interview transcripts were imported into NVivo®, and coded using thematic template analysis
(King & Brooks, 2017), with iterative refinement. Ethical approval was obtained (FEDU(034/21,
AUTEC21/275).

FINDINGS

These findings focus on the relationship between payment and WIL, highlighting insights by domestics
or internationals and payment category of fully paid, partially paid, or unpaid. The partially paid
category included a wide variation ranging from scholarships, part-time work, and transport costs for
example. In the paid and partially paid categories there was a similar proportion of domestics and
internationals. In the unpaid category, there was a significantly (p = <.001) lower proportion of
internationals, warranting further analysis. Domestics focused on stretching current skills and lateral
development, internationals on reaching prestigious organizations and payment; yet for both groups

remuneration sometimes surpassed learning objectives.

The survey seven-point Likert scale questions pertaining to preparation (professional, procedural,
personal, and academic), resulted in internationals rating taught experiences prior to WIL higher than
domestics, and significantly so for classes with site visits (p = <.001) and simulated settings (p = <.05).
Whereas domestics had higher confidence regarding workplace culture (p = < .05) and career goal
setting (p = <.05).
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TABLE 1: Summary of student and alumni perspectives and quote references

Domestic Students (n = 154) International Students (n = 99)

n=133 n=64. n=69.

Fully  Some students leveraged staff shortages, Participants were openly motivated by payment,

Paid  noting, "I know the Hospitality industry needs stating, "Labour should be rewarded and I would
people, I know I can use that to my advantage not consider an unpaid internship" [S3.20]. High
to secure a WIL project” [S3.08]. Others payment was a search strategy for those with prior
prioritised remuneration over the specific experience: "I already have two and a half years’
learning context, stating, "I did not take a role experience... so workplace with high payment can
because it would've been unpaid" [A081] and impact of my choice" [S2.10]. Engagement
"I didn’t choose the job that I liked more but  increased with pay, as "Getting right payment...
was unpaid" [S3.12]. Payment was seenasa  motivates me to involve in the WIL with full of
way to have "time rewarded for working a passion" [A025].
regular shift" [A023].

n=30 n=17. n=13.

Partially This level allowed students to maintain income These students valued managing their own time

Paid while branching out: "my placement mentor  but often felt they "settled" for these roles because
offered me part-time pay to cover that loss" they had not prepared enough or were forced to
[A005]. However, it could lead to leverage connections due to timing challenges.
disengagement if the learning focus was lost: "I There was a general sense that this was the best
think I started to go there just because Iwas  that they could get.
rostered on... I was just trying to get through
actually” [A003].

n=90 n=73. n=17%

Unpaid Some sought these roles for pure experience, These students often felt they "had to work for a

advising: "Do it for the experience never do it company I didn't like just to pass WIL" [A020]
for the money. Experience has more tangible  because they could not find anything else. A lack
value than just monetary gain" [A163]. Many of payment was a sign of disrespect: "Unpaid
reported they "ran out of time" and took what interns are usually undervalued and sometimes

was available. Students noted that a lack of pay disrespected"” [A019]. Strategic advice included:

can "deter students from taking an "reach out to organisations that they are interested
opportunity... cause they can’t afford it" in even if there are no opportunities available
[A163]. online" [A079]. Some identified a need for better

knowledge of "local labour standards law" [A200].

* p =<.001 according to the 2 x 3 chi-square

test.
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DISCUSSION

This study revealed nuanced differences in how domestic and international students approached WIL
selecting placements, with strategies diverging between “stretch” and “reach” orientations. Domestic
students typically focused on stretching their current skillset and sought lateral career development. As
noted in the literature, domestic students leveraged existing roles or personal networks to secure
placements that aligned with their learning and career goals (Felton & Harrison, 2017; Gribble et al.,
2015; Jackson & Cook, 2023). Contrasted by a paid domestic with social capital stating “I know the
Hospitality industry needs people, I know I can use that to my advantage” [S3.08]. In contrast, while
internationals valued learning about the industry significantly higher than domestics, this did not
translate into being able to approach these organizations for WIL. In line with the literature,
internationals expecting prestigious placements need support in developing social capital and local
industry norms to seek out more learning focused WIL experiences (Felton & Harrison, 2017; Gribble et
al., 2015; Jackson & Cook, 2023).

Payment was a determining factor for both groups, surfacing tension between financial needs and
learning objectives. Domestics and internationals equated payment during WIL with being valued.
Domestics felt rewarded by payment [A023] and internationals were motivated to increase their level
of engagement [A025]. This may be a reflection of pink collar work attitudes (Reid, 2020) along with the
need for nuanced understanding of WIL being more than work (Jackson, 2016). The overemphasis on
fully paid roles, was noted to have impacted on lost potential for valuable learning, as financial criteria

could override learning outcomes.

Partially paid WIL placements provided a unique space for autonomy and learning. These students
reported greater autonomy, allowing them to balance paid and unpaid tasks according to their learning
goals and personal schedules. While the literature identifies that even small financial contributions, such
as vouchers, were beneficial for student wellbeing and engagement (Jackson & Cook, 2023; Zegwaard
& Adams-Hutcheson, 2025), the unpaid portion may still be contentious. Domestics described needing
‘to get through’ compared to the internationals who felt this was the best they could access, both

indicating compromise.

Unpaid WIL was often a last resort and highlighted equity challenges. Domestics cited lack of time,
suggesting they felt capable of securing payment if they had more time. In contrast, internationals
identified limited networks as the primary obstacle. Clarifying the reasoning behind students selection
criteria is vital. Institutions need to be aware of students approaches, and if students are overly focused
on pay, this needs to be addressed. Local norms regarding entry level positions and long-term
relationships with organizations throughout the years of a degree are vital, providing organizations
ways to show enactment of pastoral care (NZQA, 2021). Furthermore, support must be discoverable
and accessible by students to prevent inequity and enable meaningful participation in WIL (Gribble et
al,, 2015; Zegwaard & Adams-Hutcheson, 2025). This was captured by an unpaid international who
shared, “I prepared a lot but still couldn't find an opportunity, so had to work for a company I didn't
like just to pass WIL” [A020]. Creating an environment where students can seek out information for

themselves is vital, so that they can evaluate their own situation privately and make informed decisions.
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In the case of international students, this supports the development of social capital and communication

to explore the difference between cultural expectation and personal situation.

CONCLUSION

This study identified a stretch/reach divide in student choices for WIL: domestic students stretched by
being confident navigating the work landscape and expanding their skills, while international students
were unable to reach roles with prestige and pay, often overlooking unpaid or entry-level roles, opting
for paid roles instead. Domestics typically ‘settled” for unpaid positions, whereas internationals settled
for partial payment, highlighting different payment priorities. Early, tailored preparation and accessible
support are vital. Future research could explore how students connect classroom learning with WIL and
their confidence in workplace environments. Understanding of the payment continuum and the impact
on learning opportunities is vital. Since transferability may be context-dependent, higher education
institutions must offer clear and accessible support systems to deliver equitable opportunities for all

WIL students so that they may both reach and then stretch their learning potential.
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