Work Integrated Learning resource and exemplars: ‘Working to learn, not learning to work’
Universities have a range of agencies that make demands in relation to their programs.  Those working in education and nursing and engineering have long been familiar with the requirements of state or national accreditation and registration boards about the amount of field/workplace training that must be undertaken during a course of study.  Another agency that places pressure on universities to produce ‘work ready graduates’ is the Business Council of Australia (BCA), via the Business Higher Education Roundtable (BHERT).  The BCA constantly complains that university graduates are too ‘theory-driven’, that they lack good communication skills – oral and written, good team work skills, and are generally not good at solving the practical problems they face in their work.
We could debate whether it is the role of a university to provide ‘training’ for industry, or whether it should be to educate the individual for all of life’s activities, including humanity’s spiritual needs.  The reality is that we have to do both.  And we have been doing both in many disciplines: nursing, teacher education, engineering and information technology are prime examples.

It was this pressure from agencies such as BCA that drove the university sector to start devising lists of ‘graduate attributes’, characteristics or skills of their graduates that would meet the complaints about lack of communication skills etc., and lack of practical skills in the workplace.  The trouble with these lists is that staff have never really ‘understood’ how the attributes relate to the specific units they teach into.  We say ‘of course our graduates learn communication skills, or problem-solving as part of this program’.  But we may not be able to actually point to where we teach the attributes specifically and explicitly to students and where do we actually 'test' that they have these skills.  And in the graduate surveys we conduct, our students (not just at ACU) report that they don’t think we have prepared them properly for the skills they need in the workplace.  And our Unit Outlines sometimes don’t tell our students what graduate attributes and generic skills we specifically are teaching them.  And we may not point to where in our curricula we are teaching the skills, because too often we assume that simply by setting a seminar assignment, we are ‘teaching’ them – say – oral presentation skills.
One response to this problem has been a growing emphasis on Work Integrated Learning or WIL, or the incorporation of ‘work experience’ (long now a feature of school education) into university programs.  The intention is that, being exposed to the workplace during a course of study, students will emerge as graduates knowing how to apply theory to practice – or practice to theory – and know that ‘in practice, theory doesn’t always work’.  Or at least know that theories (at least those in the social sciences) are more like generalising principles than ‘rules of science’.

So over the last five years, the push to WIL – also described as Cooperative Learning or Collaborative Learning – has grown.  The Australian Collaborative Education Network (ACEN) is an Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC) funded project which aims to push the WIL agenda across Australian universities.  ACU is a participating university, so we need to contribute!  ACEN publishes examples of WIL in various disciplines at http://www.acen.edu.au – so search there if you can’t find relevant examples for your program in this webpage.  You can subscribe to this community of practice at no cost, to receive their newsletters and conference information.  A good contact at ACU is the ACEN National Treasurer, Matthew.Campbell@acu.edu.au. 
This webpage provides ACU-specific exemplars as we have identified them to show Course and Unit Coordinators, in particular, how ACU staff incorporate WIL.  If you have an example from your program, please send them to LTC at ltc@acu.edu.au, and we will contact you to arrange to add your example to our ACU list.  We will send you a general template so you can write up your example – the example need be one page or less – not a big impost on your time – and it will help your colleagues!
You can also adduce your willingness to share your WIL example as evidence of your leadership in learning and teaching, for internal and external teaching awards, and for promotion purposes.
Further resources
http://www.flinders.edu.au/teaching/wil/wil.cfm  

 

http://www.iml.uts.edu.au/learnteach/resources/tm/practice.html 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/work-integrated-learning  

There is an excellent ALTC resource at http: www.nagcas.org.au/ALTC, ‘Career Development Learning: Maximising the contribution of work integrated learning (WIL) to the student experience’, which supplies an audit of current practice as well as case studies, which may give you examples for your discipline area.
