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Abstract*

Work Integrated Learning (WIL) offers students the opportunity to explore and expand on theoretical
concepts encountered throughout their academic studies in an applied real-life context. WIL also assists
students in their transition from educational to professional practice informed by experience, engagement
and reflection. Traditionally, disciplines such as Medicine, Nursing, Education, and Law have incorporated
WIL into their programs. Literature outlines the benefits of a WIL placement to measure learned
competencies, which are integral to such fields of practice. Currently, the scope for a WIL experience is
expanding into other non-clinical courses due to increasing pressure for universities to produce “work
ready” graduates. However, in generalist degrees such as Health Sciences, where clinical or explicit skill
competencies are not required, the WIL experience is generic. This study sought the perceptions of past
Health Sciences students’ WIL experiences in order to develop appropriate resources for future students.

*This ‘New Idea and Emerging Initiative’ was first presented at the 2015 STARS Conference in
Melbourne, Australia in July 2015 and was selected by the Conference Committee as one of the top-
rated reports. The authors have kindly given their permission to have this report published in the
conference issue of the Journal and it has undergone a further review by the editors to confirm it aligns
with the Journal format.
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Work Integrated Learning

Work Integrated Learning (WIL) through
practicum or industry placement is a concept
embraced and encouraged by Australian
Universities, across many disciplines. Features
of WIL programs include learning and being
educated at a workplace, specifically by an
“expert partner”; learning before, during and
after the workplace experience, and being
assessed formally, including self-assessment,
workplace assessment and educational
assessment (Haddara & Skanes, 2007; Johnston,
2011; Smith et al.,, 2009). The undertaking of
WIL offers students the opportunity to explore
and expand on theoretical concepts
encountered throughout their academic studies
in real-life context and application (Garnett,
2012), assisting students in their transition
from educational to professional practice
informed by experience, engagement and
reflection (Billet, 2011). Further, WIL can
enhance confidence, increase independence
and teamwork skills, and develop personal and
professional skills and identity (Hynie, Jensen,
Johnny, Wedlock & Phipps, 2011;
Kaliyamoorthy & Sridevi, 2011).

Traditionally Medicine, Nursing, Education, and
Law have been representative areas
incorporating WIL. However due to employers
expecting “work ready” students, the scope for
WIL experience is expanding (Garnett, 2012;
Billet, 2011). Smith et al. (2009) claim that WIL
encompasses more than enhancing and
developing skills but potentially is a
“transformative pedagogy, which
entails...personal development and experiential
learning” (p. 15). This is of particular relevance
to the regulated professions where a perceived
identity fits the profession. Professional identity
is vital to developing professionalism and
professional practice and WIL may facilitate
such a transformative learning environment.
Professional identity develops with experience;
placements provide quality experience
opportunities but cannot be controlled (Trede,
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2012; Smith et al, 2009). Therefore in
professions that are not regulated by
competencies or explicit industry skill
requirements, and placement opportunities are
varied, the experience may or may not
transform into learning that enhances future
professional practice and identity (Trede,
2012). Transformative learning theory
proposes that change will occur where
opportunity is provided to challenge existing
perceptions or assumptions as a result of
experiencing or observing new phenomenon
(Cranton, 2011). But as questioned by Billett
(2011), while WIL opportunities can be
provided to students, is that enough to meet
needs, expectations and future career
aspirations?

Sufficient preparation, suitable supervision and
mentoring arrangements are the three most
crucial strategies of an effective placement
(Patrick et al,, 2009). Independent learning is
not sufficient for students. Expert industry
partners and placement providers allow for
students to view working procedures, engage in
knowledge on effective work practices,
hierarchies and to work in a team environment
under supervision (Billett, 2011). The
preparation component includes ample
resourcing and opportunities are available for
the WIL program to be implemented (Patrick et
al.) and sustained. Preparation for WIL also
means defining expectations, and ensuring that
all stakeholders have realistic expectations of
what to anticipate before, during and post-
placement (Patrick et al.). Many students are
not fully prepared to undertake a placement,
unaware of the personal and professional
requirements needed to be successful. Sufficient
preparation includes the ability to present to
the work force as professional, competent and
well prepared (Chipchase et al., 2012); placing
unprepared students in the workplace can be
risky, and may impact all stakeholders’ (Patrick
et al.). There is a shared responsibility for
preparation and planning between the student
and the educational institution (Chipchase et



al.) to facilitate readiness. A student who is not
well prepared will have a poorer placement, and
place a higher demand on the expert partner
and university placement co-ordinator
(Chipchase et al; Parker, 2011). Being fully
prepared for placement allows students to
obtain the maximum learning experience and
make optimum use of the opportunity to
practice and enhance their acquired skills and
knowledge (Chipchase et al.).

Background to the study

Von Treuer, Sturre, Keele and McLeod (2011)
have identified a lack of evaluation of WIL seen
through the eyes of the student. This study
extrapolated the “lived experience” of students
who had completed a Health Sciences WIL
placement in order to elicit student perceptions
of placement expectations prior to, during and
after the WIL experience. The aim was to
determine the resources (practical, personal
and theoretical) required to prepare and
support students throughout that experience
and ensure a positive WIL outcome when
undertaking a generic non-competency based
placement. The placement represents a core
topic undertaken by final year Health Sciences
students. The cohort of students comes from a
range of degree majors such as Health
Promotion, Health Management and Life
Sciences. In this instance, the Life Sciences
major is undertaken by students aspiring to
transfer as postgraduates into Physiotherapy or
Occupational Therapy. At the point of the WIL
placement, the students’ knowledge and skills
are nonspecific to that profession. Providing
information and opportunities for students to
consider future employability options whilst
undertaking a placement enhances the benefit
of the learning experience and supports the
principles of WIL (Billet, 2011; Garnett, 2012).
The WIL experience is of great relevance to
these students, as their generic degree program
has no guarantee of acceptance into their
desired pathway. Students may struggle to see
relevance to future practice (Kift, 2009; Wilson
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& Fowler, 2005) or in determining their own
professional identity (Trede, 2012; Smith, et al,,
2009) when undertaking a generic placement.

The WIL opportunity is unique for these
students as there are currently no other
placement opportunities that this cohort can
undertake within their degree. The topic
requires 140 hours of placement within a health
or community setting and whilst a core topic to
the degree, clinical or industry explicit
competencies and skills are not required. As the
topic is undertaken by a range of students and
within a range of agencies, each student, each
placement and each working environment may
vary. However, based on the outcomes of this
study, student needs, expectations and desired
outcomes were common.

Fifty-nine students who had completed a Health
Sciences WIL placement during 2011-2014
were invited to participate in the study. Twenty-
two students completed an online survey and
from this data set, 19 agreed to participate in a
face-to-face interview. The narrative in-depth
qualitative research method allowed students
to “tell their story” (Patton, 2002, p. 118).

Study outcomes

The outcomes of the study reflected WIL
literature in that the benefits of offering WIL
placement opportunities were acknowledged.
Students felt valued in the workplace and took
ownership of the work undertaken. They
acknowledged outcomes from the placement
that could benefit them, regardless of their
future profession, indicating that in most
instances they did feel more prepared for the
workforce whatever that may be. Areas
identified were: a greater understanding of how
workplaces function; the importance of
communication; a sense of empathy for some of
the population groups encountered within
various health and community settings; a better
understanding of their future professional
options; and in a few cases, a change of
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professional  aspirations. A range of
organisational, interpersonal and individual
factors was shown to support a positive WIL
placement and outcome. At the organisational
level, students greatly appreciated the
opportunity to undertake a placement as
supported by this participant response:

It bridges the gap between theory and
practice. You can have all the theory in the
world but without the opportunity for
practice you are up the proverbial creek
without a paddle.

However, students needed structural and
practical support to be prepared prior to
placement and reflected on the sources of such
support. These included pre-placement
information sessions and online resources
being available. Understandably, when asked
how they felt prior to the placement, the
overwhelming response was “excited but
nervous”. Many students found the prospect of
entering a real-world environment confronting
and questioned their ability to fit in. While
interpersonal resources such as the university
and agency supervisors were highly valued
prior to and during the placement, students
accepted that, as an individual, they needed to
take responsibility in preparing for the
placement. It was also interesting to note that
students saw themselves as a resource and
accepted that they needed to be proactive prior
to the placement by researching the host
organisation and during the placement by
developing and maintaining a relationship with
not only their immediate agency supervisor but
also others within the organisation to ensure a
positive and productive outcome. A number of
graduates suggested that they would like to
hear stories from past student experiences and,
as a result, a series of short videos is currently
being produced to support future students.
Students submit a reflective report to the topic
co-ordinator at the end of the placement and
this provided another insight into the “lived
experience” of the WIL placement. Students
gained confidence, skills and knowledge were
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enhanced and they were able to reflect on how
they had contributed to the organisation.
Several students also suggested that, as a result
of their placement, they were performing better
in other topics being undertaken and past topics
finally “made sense” by them being able to
actually see the theory applied to practice.
Further, students post placement were more
inclined to access the University Careers and
Employment Liaison Services. An additional
initiative to be employed in response to this is
to involve staff from the University Careers and
Employment Liaison Services in preparation
sessions prior to placement commencement to
encourage students to make the most of
placement opportunities within and outside of
their current career aspirations.

Discussion and
practice

implication for

WIL opportunities are provided to students
across many university disciplines however
little is known about whether non-competency
based placements can meet their needs,
expectations and future career aspirations. This
study sought to elicit student perceptions of
placement expectations prior to, during and
after the WIL experience by investigating what
resources are required to ensure a positive WIL
experience, regardless of degree major and
future professional aspirations.

The outcomes of this study are significant, as
they will inform future WIL placements.
Findings are applicable to the preparation of
Health Sciences students in determining what
resources are required at an organisational,
interpersonal and individual level to support
students prior to, during and post placement.
The results may also be used to counsel
students about how to maximise their WIL
experiences to prepare for future work
readiness and employability. By seeking rich,
descriptive information from students who
have recently completed a WIL placement, the
“lived experience” has emerged. These students’



perceptions and stories support future
development and management of the topic that
formed the context of this study, in addition to
other topics that offer non-competency based
placements for students. Further research is
required to determine whether topic changes
made as a result of this study impact future
students positively.

Key issues for consideration

e What is expected or desired from a WIL
placement where clinical or industry
explicit competencies do not need to be
met?

e How as educators do we prepare students
to achieve a positive WIL experience in
these settings?
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