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This study investigates cosp education programs h m  the students' perspective. It 

details how their experience of cosp shapes students' perceptions of leaming and work; 

and how, thugh these perceptions, they ultimately make meaning of their undergraduate 

experience. 

The study focuses on the unique set of social forces and relationships represented in col 

op education, and investigates them by means of a nested case study, utilizing a variety of 

data collection methods. The University of Victoria represents the first level of analysis; 

the cosp department the second level; four individual cosp pmgcams comprise the third 

level; and c w p  studcnts the fourth Ievel. in addition to consuiting the historical and 

documentary record, I conducted a survey to coliect data on c w p  students' satisfaction 

with their pmgrams, and intervieweci cosp cootdinators, facuity, students, and university 

administrators. The student interviews wen 'in-âepth,' explorhg methods of recruitmeat, 

fonns of regdation, effects of leamhg context, academic implications, and employment 

outcornes. My purpose was to undentand how CO-op students develop perceptions of 

leaming and work, and how they use these perceptions to understand their experience. 

The snidy generated five key findiags about c q  at Wic: (i) the c w p  work term 

produces a ' cwp  effect' that shapes stitdents' perceptions of leaming and professional 

work and profoundly impacts th& experience of the c w p  program; (ii) the power of the 

academic context, particularly h u g h  the setting and assessrnent of academic objectives, 
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mediates co-op stuâents' pt0fissiona.i development; (iii) tbeories of cognition and 

situated leaming indicate that learning is socially constnicted in the cosp workplace, and 

individually constructed in the c w p  classrcrom; (iv) leaming and ski11 development are 

context-dependent and mediated by individuai leaming strategies; (v) perceptions formed 

by cosp students of what constitutes 'learning' and 'work', and of the university's role 

in the economy and society, cm help determine whether universities are M f U n g  their 

mandate of providing relevant higher educatim. 

Based on these findings six general conclusions about co-op cm be drawn: 1) co-op 

education pmgrams are a way that universities cm address demands for relevant 

education; 2) the decision by students to participate in cosp is driven by a desire for 

specific employment and career outcomes; 3) the work term is a transformative 

experience around which students base th& expectatioas of the casp program; 4) 

participation in co-op enables students to constnrct meaningful learning through 

interpretive and experiential interactions with their socid envitonment; 5) professional 

development of c ~ p  students takes place in the workplace; and 6) c w p  education is 

becoming an élite program. 

Recommendations for improvements to the &veloprnent and delivery of cosp education, 

for policy and practice and for fûrther teseatch are o f f d .  
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CHAPTER ONE: 

JNTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

This study is about cooperative education (co-op) at the University of Victoria (UVic), 

the third largest CO-op pmvider among Canadian universities. The purpose of the study is 

ta pmvide a more complete understanding of the process of cadp ducation by exploring 

sîudents' experience in CO-op progtams. More specifically, the study focuses on the 

unique set of social forces and rehtioaships represented in caiip education in the context 

of today's debate on the relevame of higher ducation. 

Introduction 

Businesses md workeb in industrializcd countries are todsy cdionting a dynamic set of 

forces that influence theu ability to compte globaily. Wealth is now derived less h m  

physical assets than h m  increasing numbers and types of services, Producers 'add 

value' to products and services in the form of customization, shorter delivery time, or 

impmved quality. Attention and effort are hvested in design, whether of physical g d  

or the array of d c e s  offered in expanding areas such as medical care, education, 

enteriainment and travel. 

A shift thus occurs toward value created through îhe exploitation of cognitive 

murces-ideas and coacepts, and away h m  physical resources and manual labour. 

Products and services are increasingiy information-intensive. The growing number of 

'breakthroughs' in dl areas of tecbnology ad& to the expanding List of almost wholly 

conceptual elements in economic output. These developments inmase demand in the 

productive sector for a broad spectnun of sophisticated and specialized knowledge. 



Similady, the accelerating Pace of technological change affects patterns in the business 

and financial services sector, where transactions across global networks are conducted 

almost instantaneously. 

The combined forces of globalization and tecbnological innovation are rapidly chaaging 

the naturc of the labour market and profoundly affecthg who has access to employment 

and how work is canied out. The implementation of advanced technologies in the 

workplace, restnictured management processes, and increased global competition fuel 

debates about the skills that are needed to meet the spiralling demands of a knowledge- 

intensive economy. These debates concem relevancy-whether our univenities equip 

graduates with knowledge and skills relevant to labour markets in a knowledge-intensive 

economy. 

As Miversities attempt to meet the demands of govemment and industry, they also must 

satisfL the expectatioas of students who want jobs cornmensurate with their education. To 

address these demands univenities are investigating ways of extendhg the academic 

curriculum to include experience of the workplace. This has resulted in considerable 

growth of programs containhg a work experience component. 

While the power relationship has changed, the relevance debate itself is not new. The 

importance of education to the economy-its role in wealth creation-has long k e n  

understd. Sincc the 19603, the link between the two has been explained primarily 

through human capital theory, which views investments in education and training as 



profitable for both the individuai and society. The development of human capital is seen 

as one way that individuais and govemments cm position themselves for economic 

prosperity, in the face of global competitive forces (Marginsan, 1997). 

Reich (1991) argues that advanced Western economies can maintain a high standard of 

living only by cornpethg within niche markets for customized goods and services. 

Success in these markets depends on exploiting the skills, knowledge and insights of the 

nations' 'symbolic analysts' who, unlike routine production and service workers, have 

the ability to identify, salve, and broker new problems. According to Reich, rich nations 

are 'getting richer and poor nations poarer' ptecisely because these types of workers are 

able to sel1 their skills, knowledge, and insights in the global labour market. lncreasing 

global demand for these skilis creates tremendous opporhuiities for individuals 

possessing them. Reich thus contends that social mobility is made possible through 

investments in education and training. He is not alone in suggesting this. 

Economists, politicians, and social scientists have al1 at one tirne or another viewed 

education as a solution to a number of society's challenges. This belief in the power of 

education to cure society's ills has at times led to unrealistic expectations ofwhat 

education can achieve on its own. For example, demand-side economists view education 

as "an investment in human capital that has both direct payoffs to the educated individual 

as well as extemal benefits for society as a whole" (Levin & Kelley, 1994, p. 97). For 

politicians, education policy makers and supply-side economists in particular, education 

has becorne a special focus for everything h m  i n c r e d  productivity and economic 



revival to reduced costs for social assistance, and more active poüticai participation by 

citizens. Human capital theory is well documented in the litecature (cf Schultz, 1961; 

Becker, 1964; 1975; Blaug, 1976; Marginson, 1997) so 1 will not explore it M e r  here. 

On the other hand, social scientists view the mle of education k m  the perspective of cui 

bono-who benefits? They question the links between work practice, leaming, and 

experience. How are these processes related? Who has access to them? How are inputs to 

education and ski11 development regulated? Answen to these questions remain elusive, 

prompting a renewed search for the skills and abilities most likely to ease the transition to 

the workplace, 

In an attempt to determine how individuals can best be educated for the changing world 

of work Levin and Rumberger (1988) identified the cognitive cornpetencies deemed to be 

the goals of forma1 education. These were then linkcd to the dispositions tequired by the 

workplace, and the personal management skills of the individual, to arrive at a composite 

set of requisite workplacc skills. Speculation that some skills migbt be more important 

than others-so-called 'essential' skills-sparked a growth indusûy of publications 

offering definîtive lists of critical skills required for employment in the global economy. 

Essential Skills for Employability 

Regardless of how they are presented, the responsibility for dwelopment of essential 

slcills falls to the educational system, which must prepare students for entry to a 

workplace characterized by new management systems, production processes, and 

i d m g  global competitiveness. Employen now expect the education system to supply 
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workers equippcd not only with the hi&-level technical and academic skilis appropriate 

to their particular ana of employment, but also with cognitive or 'soft' skills like critical 

thinking, pmblem solving, and conflict resolution (Evers et ai., 1998). Much of the 

competing literature on enhancing employability (Handy 1984; Carnevale et al., 1990; 

Mchughlm, 1992) refer to these soft skills. 

The rhetoric of 'employability skills' petvades discussions of changes in the labour 

market. Critics question the way they have k e n  packaged and promoted. Proponents- 

including powerfd industry representatives-consider them the answer to the school to 

work transition and youth unemployment; teaching students employability skills 

enhances not only initial employment oppottunities but also future social mobility 

One of the most prominent examples of support for the concept of ernployability skills is 

the Conference Board of Canada's 1992 Employabili@ Skills Projle (McLaughlin, 1992). 

nit report "uses the word 'skills' as a shorthand term for the whole set of characteristics 

that make a penon employable" (Mchughlin, 1992, p. 3). The concept of employability 

skills has gained momentum. Today, aithough still largely untested, the Conference 

Board's employabiity skills have become part of govemment policy. They are king 

embedded m the curricula in high schools and colleges in British Columbia. The Ontario 

Standards and Accreditation Council is conside~g system-wide generic leamhg 

outcornes, and Human Resources Development Canada is conducting research on 

d e m g  standards for employabii skills. 



Meanwhile, Evers et ai., (1993; 1998) compiled an independent list of "essential skills 

and cornpetencies," based on the results of a longitudinal study investigating the ski11 

development of imiversity students and graduates. They conclude that University students 

need to develop four bases of cornpetence (mamghg se& communicating; managing 

people and tasks; and mobilizing innovation and change) to be able to thrive in the 

workplace. The skills would serve as a foundatioa for lifebng learning. While the 

Conference Board's profile applies to al1 employees, the list compiled by Even and 

colleagues is specific to University graduates and the skills they need for corporate 

ernployment. According to Evers et al., (1998), demand for specific skiils and 

cornpetencies far exceeds supply. The authors argue that univetsities must expand 

opportunities for practical experience and job training to address this deficiency. 

Tension created by these debates incceases âemaads on universities to supply highly 

trained and skilled workers for a rapidly changing labour market, while at the same tirne 

providing a meaningful undergraduate experience for students (Millard, 1991). This calls 

into question the traditional separation betwem academic and vocational education- 

between the world of 'learaing' and the world of 'work' (Matson & Matson, 1995). 

hcreasingly there is an "expectations gap" between what today's stakeholders want fiom 

universities in terms of the changing opportunity structures of the labour market and what 

they perceive universities to be providing. The demand is for an education relevant to the 

%ew" and highly cornpetitive global Uiformation economy. 



To nanow the expectatiom gap, unimities are changing the development and delivery 

of higher education. Alternative stcategies are king devised that will prepare young 

people to take theu place in the workpface of the new economy. This study investigates 

one such strategy-the expansion of University-based cooperative education (co-op) 

programs. In what follows 1 attempt to understand the process of co-op education, and its 

importance and role in the context of today's debate on the relevance of higher education. 

What is Co-op? 

Co-op education combines classroom and workplace leaming alternathg students 

between each context. Simply put, students in a CO-op program spend a semester in the 

classroom developing theoretical knowledge, followed by a semcster in a discipline- 

specific workplace implementing theory and developing skills in practical application, 

then retum to the classroom again to engage i n - M e r  academic study. Cosp students 

thus operationalize academic knowledge by undertaking relevant, paid work, then bring 

their on-the-job learning back to tfie classroom for M e r  analysis and reflection. This 

alternaihg cycle continues for the dudon of the undergraduate program. Students are 

paid 'market rates' while on wotk placemeut with employen. Upon succeasfil 

completion of the requirements for a degree, students graduate with a 'Co-op 
. . 

~esignatioi', 'signifjing a base of discipüno&inc expience. 

As a pedagogical innovation, some suggeit c w p  education is too n m w l y  focused on 

vocational issues. Supporters of traditional liberal education question wliether it is the 

role of universities to train snidents for the woriqdace. Teaching 'employabiiity sl<ülsY is 

seen as the responsibility of the workplacc, not the University (Süeek, 1989). However, 
- . -  
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supporters view cosp as an investment in human capital. Wben educationai instituiions 

and busimesses work togethec in this way, they are said to provide a sacially beneficial 

cornbition of 'relevant' education and skills. Furthemore, relevant skills are portable. 

This is an important consideration at a tirne when the workforce is highly mobile, and the 

organization of capital and production are k ing  fundamentally cesÉnictured. 

Dramatic economic and social changes have taken place in recent decades-changes that 

have altered the relationship between higher education and the economy. New forms of 

organization and the new jobs they create demand new and higher level skills. How do 

these changes impact higher education? How are the effects interpreted and acted upon? 

The interesthg question of how the intemal and extemal lives of the univecsity are linked 

(Clark, 1983) remains largely unexplored in the CO-op Iiterature. What is the impact of 

the new cconomy's appetite for highly skilled worken on university curricula? Are 

universitics king asked to provide more professional ûaining today at the expense of the 

liberal arts? What is the role of colop education in preparing students to take theu place 

in the discipline-specific world of work? And, how is 'disciplining' süuctured in CO-op? 

Using Foucault's (1977) understandimg of discipline, cosp students c m  be viewed as 

"docile bodies" being moulded into the image of disciplinary pmfessionals in the 

workplace. Discipline is also "the means of correct training." Foucault's notion of an 

integiated system of control and production-with iîs routine opecations of surveillance 

a d  assessrnent can be directiy applied to the pmcess of c w p  in the classroom where the 

'examination' shapes c w p  students academicaiiy. 



While discussions of human capital and economics dominate the debates surrounding the 

e x t e d  life of the University, rescarchers studying interna1 changes f&us on leacning. 

Research evidcnce suggcsts that leaming, and motivation for leaming, are mediatcâ by 

activitics embedded in a context that "rnakes sense," or matters in some way, to the 

leamer (Engestram, 1994). Because cosp aiternates students between classmm and 

wotkplace contexts, they are able through reflection and praxis to engage in what 1 cal1 

"continuous contextualized leaniing." C o s p  education provides an opporhmity for 

students to translate cognitive concepts into practice. They then reflect on outcomes 

M e  internalizing them and, through repeated practical application, externalize their 

knowledge. The literature on experientiai learning (Engestdm, 1994; Marton et al., 1997) 

provides insights to contextualized leaming that those who support cosp as a 

pedagogical innovation cm look to for support. 

To understand the unique set of social forces and relationships represented in co-op 

education requires historical as well as contemporary interpretations. The conditions that 

gave rise to cosp's social structure must be considered, as well as the factors that support 

and maintain it as an ongoing system. In what follows, therefore, 1 briefly describe the 

context in which cooperative education originaily developed-the expansion of science 

and industy that m k e d  the early 20' century. Because c w p  begm as a program to 

educate engineers, 1 discuss the pivotal d e  engineering played in bringing the university 

and industry together. 



At the beginning of the 2oL cmtury, the p m p u  in science acbieved diniag the 

nineteenth century had created a need for "professionai men trained to design and to 

maintain the industrial p h t s  which are the commercial outcorne of scientific 

experiment" (More, 1908, p. 255). Engineers began working to standardize scientific 

researcb and industrial production. In order to retain coatml of these processes, they 

needed to cteate an apparatus to meet incnasing demanâs for skilled workers. They 

scttied on educatim as a method of producing bath skilled and unskilted workers to meet 

the new de- of industry. 

The concept of coaperative educatioa in engineering began to take shape during the 

summer of 1894, while H e m  Schneider, a recently graduated civil engineer, was 

building bridges for the Shoriline Railroad in Oregon (Ryder, 1987, p. 4). Schneider 

discovercd two îhings about the snidents that were hired to wodc on tbis project. Fkt ,  

many of the students werc performing part-the work that bote little direct celationship to 

their fields ofstudy or future cateen. Second, the difncuities sîudents experienced in 

adapting their classtoom skills to reai work situations in the field indicated tbat certain 

elements of engineering practice could not be adequately conveyed in the classroom. 

When Schneider later began teaching at the University of Cincinnati, he initiated co-op 

education as a six-year program of insavction in mechanical, eiectrical and chemicd 

engineering, canied on in coaperation wiîh a number of Cincinnati's electrical and 

machinery companies. During the school par, students altemated weekiy between the 



indusrRa1 shops and the University and wm required to wotk full-time during the four- 

month "vacation." in total, they sjmt four years at the wocksite and two years in the 

college classmom. in order to participate in the program students were required to sign a 

contract and were paid at a starting rate of ten cents an hour while in the workplace. The 

Cincinnati plan was weU received and Schneider soon became a leading spokesman for 

CO-op in educational and industrial circles. 

Following fifty years of expansion in the United States, CO-op anived in Canada in the 

late 1950s, attracting neither fanfare nor much cesistance. At that the ,  the Kitchener- 

Waterloo area of Ontario contained primariiy manufacturing, business and insurance 

industries. A Luthem seminary, the only post secoMiary institution in the area, was 

located in the city of Waterloo. Local busixtessmen-some of whom were transferred 

h m  the United States to head up subsidiary companies in the areaaecided that what 

was needed was a technologically oriental university. From their familiarity with the 

U.S. co-op model, and d e r  investigating a numbcr of uaiversities offering CO-op 

pmgrams, this group opted for a similar madel. in Iuly 1957, the institution, later to 

becorne the University of Waterloo, admitted its lht 75 CO-op engineering students. 

Compaml to the rate of expansion in the United States, CO-op tmk m t  slowly in 

Canada, with only 15 highet education iusîitutions participating during the first two 

decades. However, as word of the benefits of c o s p  spread sa did the level of interest, and 

by the late 1980s, 60 Canadian higher educatioa institutions offered CO-op programs to 

appmximately 27,000 students. A decade later, 1 10 higher education institutions and 



61,000 undergraduate students were participating in c ~ p  (Waterloo University, L998), 

indicating a growing interest in this type of pmgramming, and attesting to the success of 

Schneider's original concept. From modest beginnings assisting engineering students to 

connect theory in practice, CO-op has become a North American educational 

phenomenon, and is now king exported world wide. 

With its alternation between academic and vocational contexts, CO-op's model of 

academylindustry cooperation allows students to acquire a bmad-based, generai 

education at the same tirne as accumulating discipline-specific work experience, relevant 

to changing market conditions. The combination is popular with students. Demand for 

co-op programs continues to gmw. However, despite the popdarity of CO-op, our 

knowledge of it is limited, 

Attempts to establish a body of knowledge about cwperative education have provided 

much useful information on ptactical outcornes (sec Fletcher 1989; Hilliard 1995; h t t  

1993). Less effort, however, has gone into d e h g  CO-op as an educationai model, 

alternative program, or a strategy for learning. Studies report that "something happens" 

when students enroll in a co-op program (Rowe, 1989; Van Gya, 1996), and describe 

wbaî happens to c w p  students on graduation (Cash, 1979; Mueller, 1992; Pittenger, 

1993). But, thece have bem few attempts to understaad what happens in beîween, that is 

what students experience as they participate in c w p  pmgrarns. For example, M e  

attention bas been paid to the mle that cosp play in the opporhinity stnictures for 

students at the turn of the mülenium, or how the extemal and internai aspects of the cosp 



program are reflected in the student's expcrience. We have limited understandimg of why 

studmts enroii in c w p  programs, their perceptions of the CO-op experience, and how 

they come to perceive leaming and wotk. The voices of d e n t s  detaiiing theu own 

experiences are missing h m  the literatwe. 

Fidy ,  in spite of the importance attributed to CO-op education in the literature, and the 

positive views held about the program by researchers, iittle systematic information has 

been collected on the cosp process. The iiterature asserts that co-op students get beîter 

jobs, get them faster, make more money, and are, in general, well rounded and productive 

citizens. Whiie these benefits are al1 attributed to cosp, there is little empirical evidence 

about how these advantages are generated. Also lacking are detailed, perspectival 

accounts. These could shed light on what happens to students when they participate in a 

co-op education program, and how they come to understand and make meaning out of 

their experience. My desire to understand this process and my inability to find answers in 

the c u m t  literature set the stage for this study. 

The study first began to take shape while 1 was working as a career wunsellor in the 

early 1990s. 1 had established a program of career redirection for casualties of the wave 

ofcorporate restnichiting and downsizing that began in the mid-1980s. My target group 

was credentiaiied professional and technical workers with extensive work experience. 

In the early stages, 1 concentrated on middle managers. Businesses and industries were 

converthg to a 'lean' management structure and 'self-managing' work teams. The 



rhetoric suggested that a lean workplace would generate innovation and increase 

ptoductivity, thereby increasing coprate profits. In thjs scheme, middle managers were 

redundant. As my program developed and became more widely known, 1 began to notice 

a change in the demographics of those utilizing the service. 

The new clients were younger, and with shorter work histories; ment university 

graduates were e m l h g  in the program. These recent graduates shared certain comrnon 

cbaracteristics. For example, few had successiùlly obtained career employment since 

graduation. Jn part, this appeared to be due to a limiteci understanding of what their field 

of study entailed beyond the walls of the classtoom. Few had participated in part-tirne 

work related to their studies during their t h e  at university. Many felt disillusioned 

because the work they had been able to obtain had not met their expectations of what 

could be achieved with a univenity degree. Othen came to realize they did not like the 

field of work they had chosen. Given the oppominity to explore the field earlier they 

would have changed their course of d i e s ,  and not wasted tirne studying sometbing they 

now had no intention of pmuing as a careet. 

The numbers of tecent university graduates entering the progtam made me curious. Why 

were people with university degrees expericncing such difEculty obtaining suitable 

employment? Had the cunency of the universi@ degree d i i s h e d  and, if so, why? 

What were employen looking for in receat graduates? In discussions with my clients, one 

factor surfaced with increasing regularity. Many sîated that if they had taken a cosp 

program, they would not be in their currmt predicament. At the tirne 1 had only a vague 



notion of what c w p  entailcd and kgan investigating. What was it about CO-op education 

that caused these graduates to view it as a panacea for undt underemployment? When 1 

subsequcntiy enrollcd in a PhD. program in Adult and Higher Education, 1 decided to 

pmue research on the topic. 

The purpose of this study is to provide a more complete understanding of students' 

experience of the pmess of c w p  education. 1 attempt to understand cosp in the context 

of today's debate on the relevance of higher education. The study explores the tension 

ktween coiip education as a huma capital investment, and c w p  education as a 

pedagogical innovation fiom the perspective of the students. The study is situated at the 

University of Victoria (UVic), the third largest co-op provider among Canadian 

universities. 1 hvestigate CO-op's historical development within the institution, and focus 

on the methods of recruitment, forms of regdation, effects of the learning context, 

academic implications and employment outcomes. My immediate goal is to understand 

how CO-op students develop perceptions of leamhg and work, and how they use these 

perceptions to understand theu experience. The larger objective concerns debates on the 

eievance of higher education in the brader society. By stuâying c w p  at UVic, 1 hope 

to be able to say something about the general provision of education and training for the 

new world of work. 

in an effort to uaderstand the role of CO-op education in the new century my study is 

guided by the foiiowiag broad research questions: 



(1) How does the stnicture of c o q  education impact students' 

understanding of lcaming a d  wotk? 

(2) How do students makc meaning of the w-op process? 

The university classroom and the work-site fonn the contexts within which 1 investigate 

expetiences of c w p  education. To further refine the context, 1 examine how W i c  policy 

constmcts CO-op education, and how this construction shapes or defines the pmgrams 

offered. 

This nested case study of four c o q  programs within UVic facuses on the co-op student 

as the primary unit of analysis. 'Ihe University, tiie crwip depariment, the classmm, and 

the work-site form the context within which the student experiences w-q education. 1 

document ceriain social processes which organize cmperative education as schooling for 

tbe 'korld ofworlr" (&ifIlth, 1993, p. 2) and investigate how the experience of co-op 

occurs. By linking the experience of pwticipants engaged in the cosp process with 

societal and institutional processes, 1 hope to paint a more dynamic p i c m  of CO-op than 

currently exists in the literature. 

Structure of the Thesis 

In Cbapter Two, 1 situate c w p  edwtion at my study sit-e University of Victoria. In 

bief bistory of the university, 1 detail the anival and expension of cosp and place co- 

op in the ocgathtional stnictute ofthe rmiversity, befort examining the c a s ~  process in 

the four programs selected for my study. 



In Chapter Thne, 1 present a review of the literatuce, beginning with the resemh 

litemture on the pbilosophy and theoretical orientation of CO-op, then tuming to the 

potentiai of cosp as a pedagogicai innovation and the benefits attributed to CO-op. 1 

briefiy teview the changiag rolo of university cducation in Canada since the early 19009, 

then focus on the relation between higher education and the labour market. Literatwe on 

learning for and in the workplace is presented last. 

In Chapter Four, 1 review the methodology, concepts, and strategies employed in 

collecting data for the study. 1 detail data sources, data gathering methods, and 

procedures; interpretation and data analysis procedures, and threats to validity and the 

chapter by iden tmg  certain limitations of my study. 

in Chapter Five, 1 report the cesults of data collection for my study beginning with an 

ovewiew of what the c ~ p  work term means to administraton and faculty in the 

uaivecsity. 1 next describe who the cosp students are in my study, whece they come 

h m ,  and why they enrol in cwp. Following this 1 discuss c w p  students' work tenn 

expetiences and describe leaming in the workplace. Because the work term is the 

definhg feature of CO-op it is an appropriate point of departwe for the study. In 

presenting the findings, 1 focus on specific themes relating to the structure and function 

of the work tenn in cosp education. 

In the second part of the chapter, 1 faus  on what happens to students when they r e m  to 

University and engage in fiutha courscwork after completing a work term. 1 report 

shuicnts' experiences ofrcturning to campus, how they integrate workplace and 



classrwm leamiag, and the tole of the miversity in the CO-op expCncnce, 1 describe the 

impact of the workplace expetience on students' perceptions of leaming and work and 

introduce the b o p  effect.' The chapter concludes with a surnmary of the findings. 

In Chapter Six, the data presented in the previous chapter are analyzed and interpreted to 

explain how and why the process of c w p  unfolds as it does. 1 identiQ patterns in the 

data tbat relate to how the university structures CO-op education, and how students make 

meaning out of their experience of the program. 1 describe how CO-op students' perceive 

the ciifference between leamhg academic tasks and leaming through practical 

application. 1 examine the importance of context to meaningfbl leaming, and show how it 

affects c o q  students' constructions of professional knowledge and identity. Results are 

interpreted using theoretical perspectives on leaming and work to develop an 

understanding of why things happa the way they do in cwp.  The analytic and 

interpretive focus is cosp students' perceptions of how and where learning and 

knowledge production take place, and how c w p  students, as leamers, think about what 

leaming and knowledge really are, and how they are acquired. 

Cbapter Seven begins with a summary, discussion, and conclusions of the study. 1 then 

discuss the study's implications, make recommendations for M e r  research, and suggest 

areas for improvement in CO-op. 



CHAPTER TWO 

CO-OP AT THE UNIVERSITY OF VICTORIA 

Chapter one described the background and piirpose of the study as well as the bmad 

nsearch questions that wifl guide it. In this chapter 1 iatroduce the University of Victoria, 

my study site, and detail the hplementation and subsequent expansion of co-op within 

the university. 1 begin with an introduction to the campus and a brief bistoty of the 

university, then 1 briefly describe the people, events, and tensions surrounding co-op's 

implementation at Wic. 1 outiiie the university's organhtionai structure and examine 

whm c ~ l p  fits in that sûuctm, then describe the four c o s p  programs alected for my 

study. Finally, I introdwe a graphic mode1 of îhc CO-op experience. 

The University of Victoria 

The University of Victoria is a community of siightiy more tban 17,000 students', and 

1,900 hcuhy and staff. It is located on 160 hectares overlooking Cadboro Bay, just 15 

minutes h m  downtown Victoria. The architecture of the campus is reminiscent of the 

19609, largely made up of ho, thne, and four-storey concrcte structures. Exceptions are 

the Univcïsity Centte, which houses the co-op program's administrative offices, and the 

more recent brick building housing the faculties of Business and Economics. The 

McPhetson Library and the fomtain that domhaîe the east side of campus are central 



gathering places for students in good weathn; in inclement weather they tend to 

congregate in the Student Union Building and the various campus cafeterias. 

W i c  is considered one of Canada's leading universities, with a tradition of excellence in 

the arts and sciences. It has a well-established reputation for innovative interdiscipiinary 

research and strong professional sctiools. The university is noted as well for its extensive 

cooperative education pmgrarns, pioneering work in distance education, and support for 

innovative tescbing. Victoria's natural beauty and hospitable clhate makes the campus a 

popular destination for undergraduates with nearly threequacters of Wic's registered 

students relocating h m  outside Greater Victoria. One of Wic's distinct attractions is 

CO-op education, Co-op penneates the ethos of the university. UVic has the third largest 

University cooperative ducation program in Canada, with cmps  in 46 academic areas. 

This wasn't always the case. It is however the setting in which the story of CO-op 

education at the University of Victoria begins to unfold. 

Hisbry of uwc 

The University of Victoria came into king as an autonomous, degree-granting institution on 

July 1,1963, through an Act of the British Columbia Legislanue. This followed sixty years of 

offering university-level courses, without the ability to grant university degrees. Wic's eacly 

progression h m  two-year coiiege to full-fledged University can be viewed in three stages. 

The fint stage broadiy covers the years h m  the tm of îhe century to the First World War. 

From 1903 to 1915, Victoria Coiiege, as it was then known, offered first and second year Arts 

and Science couses in atnliation with McGill Universiîy. An adjunct to Victoria High SchooI, 
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tbe d e g e  sband the school's facilities and administration, and Principal: E.B. Paul, h m  

1903-1908; S.J. Wis, h m  1908-1915. 

Wi the opening of the University of British Columbia in 1915, Victoria CoUege was 

obliged by legidation to suspend its higher education operations. This did not suit the 

residents of British Columbia's capital and, as a result of local demands, Victoria College 

began the second stage of its development in 1920, in affiliation with the University of 

British Columbia. Stiil administered by the Victoria School Board, but no longer 

associated with the hi@ school, the College relocated to a Dunsmuir mansion known as 

Craigdanoch in 1921. Under the direction once again of E.B. Paul and subsequentiy PH. 

Elliott, Victoria College built a reputation over the next two decades for thomugh and 

scholarly instruction in first and second year Arts and Science. 

The final stage of Wic's transition-fiom two-year college to university-took place 

during the period following the Second World War, between 1945 and 1963, guided by 

principals LM. Ewing and WH. Hickman, and the Victoria College Council. 

Representatives h m  the parent University of British Columbia, the Greater Victoria 

School board, and the provincial Department of Education sat on the College Council. 

Drainatic incrcases in post-war enrollment forced the College to move fiom Craigdamh 

to the Lansdowne campus of the Provincial Normal School in 1946. Ten years later, the 

N o r d  School became the College's Faculty of Education. Late in this transitional 

perioâ, tbrough the cooperation of the Department of National Defence and the Hudson's 

Bay Company, the CoUege acquired the 1 15-hectare (284 acre) Gordon Head campus. In 



1961, sîiü in aniliation with U.B.C., Victoria CoUege awarded its first bacbelor's 

dcgrees. 

The University of Victoria became autonomous in 1963. Administrative authority was 

vestecl in a Chancellor elected by the Convocation of the University, a Board of 

Govemors, and a President appointcd by the Board. Academic authority was given to the 

Senate, which represented both the Faculties and the Convocation. Having achieved 

autonomy, and while continuhg its strong tradition in the Arts and Sciences, W i c  kgan 

to Iook for ways to differentiate itself h m  Bumaby's newly-created Simon Fraser 

University and Vancouver's long-established University of British Columbia. 

During the 1970s, UVic added professional schools, a new faculty of Law, and schools 

focused on human and social development. This expansion took place at a time when the 

political cümate favoured making higher education more accessible to students 

throughout the province. Certain colleges and vocational schools were amalgamated in an 

attempt to overcome the traditional gap between vocational and academic studies. In 

1974, a new University Act established a Universities Council, to coordinate planning in 

the university sector in BC. 

Co-op at UVic 

Shortly after the passage of the new University Act, Dr. Howard E. Petch took ovet as the 

president of Wic. Formerly a solid-state physicist at McMaster University and the 

University of Waterloo, Petch quickly grasped the province's urbdrural dichotomy in 



accessibility to higher education. His significant interest in meeting the educational needs 

of students throughout the province sooa became clear. 

Petch's arriva1 in BC coincideci with the Social Credit party's return to power and the 

appointment of Professor Pat McGeer as the Minister of Education. Particularly in tems 

of science and technology, McGeer shared Petch's interest in ensuring access to higher 

education for students in the interior of the province (Dennison, 1997). This comrnonality 

of intetests helped Petch justify the implementation of new professional programs at 

UVic. He argued that students should not have to leave the province to find opportunities 

for profesional education, and that rural students should have equd access to such 

oppominities. 

During his time at Waterloo, Petch had witnessed finthand the beneficial outcomes of 

well-established cosp programs. As a tri-partite arrangement involving students, 

employers, and the university, Petch reasoned that cosp offered an appropriate method 

of pmvidhg access to professional oppomuiitiés. Students benefit fiom hands-on 

experience; employers benefit h m  a ready supply of enthusiastic temporary workers; 

and the uuiversity benefits h m  an association with business and industty, enhancing its 

reputation as a community cesource. 

Petch began his quest for c w p  in the depaaments ofchemistry and physics. Among 

fellow-scientists, who understood the value of combining theoretical howledge with 

practical skills in the laboratory, he was able to genetate the necessary support to 



implement the initial c o q  programs. Voluntacy cornmitment to c o q ' s  mix of theory 

and ptactice was essentid, as no additional -cial resources were avaiiable. Faculty 

drafted a plan for a year-mund co-op program, ovemding the traditional wintedsummer 

academic schedule. Faculty memben decided ammg themselves how courses would be 

provided, to coincide with the four-month rotcrtion of the co-op scheduie, and to ensure 

that appropriate courses were available to students during the sumrner semester. This 

abiiity to provide academic programs on a year-round schedule was to prove valuable to 

Petch, when he later sou@ to implement new mandatory c w p s  in Engineering and 

Business. Facuity also contacted potential employers to ensure adequate jobs for c w p  

work ternis, and organized student supewision during the work term. 

That Faculty designed and implemenîed these programs on a voluntary basis, attests to 

Petch's ability to inspire people with his idcas. Rcsponsibility for the extra work involvd 

was uuderîaken wiîh no additional remutces or supp~a staff, and no rewards beyond the 

satisfaction of seeing the programs approved by senate. NevertheIess, involvement with 

the co-op program enabled ctiemistry and physics faculty to renew acquaintances wiîh 

colleagws working in industry, and keep up to date with advauces outside the academy. 

W c  the first c o s p  program were king developed, UVic's Chemistry Department 

recruited Graham Branton-an up-and-coming post-doctoral tesearcher at UBC. Branton 

became involved witù the chemis~ry cmp shortly a h  his arrival. if Petch was the 

instigator of c o s p  at Wic, Branton was ultimately the me that would mure that co-op 



developed accotding to Petch's vision. A vital part of h t  vision involved embedding co- 

op in the university's academic program, rather than isolating it as a parailel program. 

Branton reaiized that getting the support of administrative decision-makers was only one 

part of the chdenge. Broad acceptame of the CO-op concept depended on a 

demonstration of cosp's tangible benefits for a h  department. He set about converthg 

faculty outside science. In 1978 he successfully spearheaded co-op programs in 

Geography, Computer Science, Public Administration and the writing program in Fine 

Arts. He constantly canvassed other c m p  pnividers, first at Waterloo and Guelph and 

then in the United States, to find ways to improve the development and delivery of CO-op 

across a range of disciplines. Appointed as the university's first Director of Co-op 

Program in 1979, he directeci Wic's ongoing expansion of ca-op until his death in 

1995. 

Despite concems about the costs of co-op, faculty across the univesity were converted 

into supporters by the combbiation of Petch's vision and oratory and Branton's hands-on 

involvement. His management skiiis, including the ability to recruit competent staff and 

supporters, built a department that srwived him, ensuring the smooth transition to the 

appointment of a new co-op director in late 1997. 

With the eariy success ofcosp prograrns assund, and with Branton in charge of c w p  

expansion, Petch embarked on the second stage of his plan to establish professional 

pmgrams at Wic. In late 1981, he circulated a proposa1 to develop a Faculty of 



Engineering. This was a highly contentious proposition. It touched off an acrimonious 

debte on campus, involving both faculty and students, which t h e  has not yet Mly 

healed. 

In prepariag his proposa1 for expansion of professional programs, Petch commissioned an 

analysis of the number of students pursuing engineering and other professionai program 

in the province. The results indicated that BC was far below the Canadian average in the 

number of Engineering spaces available in the province. The addition of a Faculty of 

Engineering at UVic would not only address the neeâ, but also provide opportuaities for 

students in the interior regions to receive professional trainuig without having to leave the 

province. 

Petch successfirlly convinceci McGeer, the Minister of Education, to provide fiicilities and 

funding. With these available, only the Senate remained to be convinced of the ùenefits 

of the proposal. The debates were long and according to some, downright hostile. Those 

in favour rallied behind Petch, and his reports of irnpending shortages of engincers. 

Teams of consultants were sent out across the campus to explain in detail the 

specifications of the program, and attempt to convey the benefits for UVic. Those 

opposed argued tbat the addition of engineering would dilute the academic reputation of 

the University, and would siphon money away h m  existing pmgrams. Given the 

indications of impending restraints in govemment fiuiding for higher education, 

opponents believed the focus should be on servicing existing programs, before adding 

new ones. Opposition spilled over into the student body. 



Tension among faculty incteased. During the senate meeting, there was a cal1 for a secret 

balfot to protect those who feared retribution h m  Petch, iftheu opposition was knom. 

This was unique. Until that point, there had never been a secret ballot in Senate. M e n  

the ballots were counted the proposal for an engineering prognun carrieci by a vote of two 

to one. The Faculty of Engineering, complete witb a mandatory c ~ p  program was 

established in 1983 and placed its 6rst 53 codp students with employers in 1984. Over 

the next decade the program would expand tenfold, placing over 500 students in 1994-95, 

and more than 600 in 1997-98, making it the largest cosp program at Wic. 

The third phase of Petch's plan to bring professional programs to UVic startecl soon after 

Senate approval of the Engineering program. Petch once again selected data h m  his 

original professional ttaining survey to demonstrate that the province fell below the 

national average, this tirne on the nurnber of business graduates. He proposed the 

establishment of a mandatory c w p  business program at Wic. Those opposed to the 

encmchment of professional programs in the academy prepared to do battie once again. 

Petch defflyl countered the opposition by shelving his business proposai in 1985, 

aiiowing Bmton to bcing forward a proposal for an arts cosp instead (UVic Senate). 

ûpponents, particulatly in the humanities and social sciences, argued that an arts c m p  

wouid debase the academic integrity of their ptogramming. Sûong feelings were 



expressed that the arts and c w p  couid not be mixed: the two were mutually exclusive. 

These arguments were advanccd in spite of contrary evidence h m  existing social 

science and humanities c w p  pmgrams. Economics, for example, placed its 6rst c w p  

students in 1983. Geography cosp had been M ~ e d  with Little M m  in 1978, at the 

same time as the writing c w p  program in F i  Arts. Opponents took the position that in 

disciplines like geography and economics, it was the 'science' side rather than the 'axts' 

side that lent itseifto c w p ,  oveduoking the writing cosp program in Fine Arts. 

Counter-arguments by Ceop Director Branton and his supporters, who by this time 

included a number of senior administrators, point4 to the need for students to find 

employment upon graduation. They argwd that certain of the language departments were 

beginning to offer courses in translation, which would bridge into c w p  programs, 

allowing students to gain practical experience to strengthen their coursework. Once 

again, the supporters of CO-op camed the day. The arts cadp was appmved and placed its 

6rst students in the 1987-88 academic year. Today, the arts CO-op incorporates students 

h m  17 departments. 

Following the successful implementation ofa c w p  program in Law the following year, 

Petch-with an eye on the impmving ccoaomy of the late 1980s-resurrected his plans 

for a professional program in Business. His timing coincided with two provincial 

govemment initiatives. The fht was the 1988 report of the Access Cornmittee, which 

noted the immediate need to create 15,000 new places in degree pmgrams ifthe province 

was to meet comparable national standards. The second was the British Columbia Human 



Rcsources Development Roject, irnplemented under the leadership of Deputy Minister 

Gary Mullins. This pmject was mandateci to develop a policy Eramework for determining 

the funw education and trainhg needs of the province. The report, (begun in 1989 but 

not released in finai form until1992) outlined the economic, socio-cultural, and 

educat id changes required to addtess current deficiencies in the system. The report 

M e d  the goverment's concem to provide better student access and pmgrams that 

reflected a closer celationship between business and educationai institutions, to develop 

the human tesources that would be necessary in the new cornpetitive economic 

environment. Anticipahg the govemment's support, Petch revived his proposal for the 

business program. 

The proposal was well timed. Although there was opposition fiom the anti-CO-op group at 

Wic, the issue was not nearly as contentious as with pcevious programs. The years 1988- 

89 had ushered in a period of expansion. More money was available as the govenunent 

attempted to rcpak some of the damage to higher education caused by years of resttaint. 

The availability of resources reduced the opposition, and the debate centred on whece the 

program would be located. With the support of the sciences, who were M y  convinced 

of the benefits of cosp, the decision to locate the new program in the fàculty of Arts and 

Sciences lent acadernic respectability to the proposal and it succeeded. Having achieved 

his vision, Petch retired in 1990. The Business program, a mandatory cosp, placed its 

f%t 71 studenîs in 199 1. 



Sincc that time cosp programs bave been developed in the School of Earth and Ocean 

Sciences and in the Faculty of Social Sciences. The latter is an "UInbreUa" program 

covering the departments of Anthropology, Economics, Envitonmental Studies, Political 

Science, Psychology and Sociology. ïüese programs appear to have been instituted with 

much less fanfare than their predecessors. Whethec this signals a new acceptance of CO-op 

programs as part of the mandate of the University, or whether those opposed to CO-op 

have simply celinquished the fight is unknown, A tabular representation of UVic's CO-op 

programs and the grawth of co-op student placements, is presented in Appendix A. 

Policles and Sûuctum of Colop at UWc 

C w p  education progtams arc acmdited n a t i d y  by a committee of the Canadian 

Association for Cwperative Education (CAKE). This committee sûives to ensure that 

c w p  programs across Canada maintain a high degree of quality in pmgnimming and 

delivery. Accredited program must demonstrate adequate levels of institutional 

cornmitment, appropriate CO-op cunicuium and student preparation, and policies and 

procedures consistent with national guidelines. At Wic, CO-op programs are guided by 

the policies and procedures of the institution as outlined in the university calendar and in 

the M e n t  and employer handbooks. 

The C w p  education program at UVic established as its Mission to "furthet the social 

and econornic development of society through education programs that expand the 

leamhg experience of students by combining academic studies with related work 

experience" (UVic Academic Calendar, 1998). It aims to achieve this mission, in 

partnership with employers and students, through poficies and programs that: 



enhance the educational, personal and pmfessid dwelapment of studentq 

provide employers with a vehicle for productive interaction with the University in 

education, human murce development and research; 

strenghn the University's reputation for excellence in its programs, rcsearch and 

SeLvice ta the community; ad 

advance the University's leadership d e  in program development and qwaiity of 

senice in Cosperative Education. 

The integration of academic and work experience requires a close liaison between higher 

educathn, industry, a d  goverment. In turn, the university bas the chance to "extend its 

resources into the community, providing a total learning expcrience" (UVic Cosp 

Brochure, 1998). 

Coordinators determine aQUssion to the ca-op program. Cadp shtdents are selected on 

the basis of tbeir ability to achieve an above-average academic standing and their 

potential for success in a professional cateer. Once accepted into the CO-op program 

d e n t s  must compleîe a career preparation progranr-including résumé preparation and 

intc~cwing skjiis-prior to undertaking their fint work term. Upon completion of a co- 

op work term students must prwent for evaluation a report outlining the leamiag 

achievtd. Shidcnts must succcssttlly camplete a prescribcd number of work te- 

determiued by their individuai program -O qualify for the cosp designation. 



Students may be failed or asked to withdraw h m  a co-op program ifthey do not report 

to an employer once placed for a work term, leave an employer without the coordinator's 

permission, are dismissed with cause* or receive an unsatisfactory performance 

evaluation h m  the employer. Studeats may appeal any work term pasdfail grade by 

using the established academic appeals p m s s  outlined in the university calendar. 

Employers, in tum, may be removed fiom the progtam if they fail to provide appropriate 

work, training, and supenrision for the c ~ p  -nt, do not pay for senrices as agreed, or 

fail to meet the program's expectations. While on a work term, students are considered as 

contract employees, but they must maintain their fiili-time student status at UVic by 

paying a co-op fee. Al1 co-op programs at Wic are voluntary with the exception of 

Business, Coaching, Engineering, Heaith Information Sciences, and Leisure studies, 

which are mandatory. In all programs, participation in co-op work-terms extends the tirne 

required to complete the degree by up to one year. 

The co-op education program at UVic is administratively respoasible to the Vice- 

President Academic, through the Associate V.P. Academic. It operates under a central 

administration and Director, with cach discipline area served by specific coordinators and 

support staff. With the exception of the Arts co-op, and C o s p  Jap-located in the 

Director's Wce-the cosp coordinators are physically located withia the discipline 

areas they serve. The degree to which the coordinators intetact with faculty is dependent 

on the relationship of c w p  to the particular discipline. Some coordinators have minimal 

contact with fiiculty in theV departmen&, while others are M y  integrated iato 



d e p a r t m d  activitics. Some coordinators have dual appaintments and perfonn the 

duties of iastntctoi: and c w p  coordinator. 

Two recent changes in the stnicnire of c 0 - q  at Wic are noteworthy+me physical, the 

other orgaaizationd. Under Graham Bcanton's Directorship cosp's administrative 

offices were located outside the Ring Road in the Campus S d c e s  building. Branton 

reported to the V.P. Academic at the same level as the Deans of Faculties. Changes 

followed the appointment of a new VP Academic in iate 1996. The k t  migbt be sixn as 

symbotic, The c w p  administrative offices were mîocated to the University Centre 

building, i.e. h m  "outside the Ring" to "inside the Riof The movc was considered a 

way of amalgamating and cenüalizing remmes. C w p  administratioa is now housed in 

the sanie building as Student Financial S«vices and Coatinuhg Education. The second 

change was the appointment in Septembcr 1997 of a new Director of Co-op Education, 

and the associated reorganization of reporthg structures. The Director of Co-op 

Educatiw now reports to the Associate VicePresident rathet than the V.P. Academic, as 

was the case in Branton's &y. The crurent administrative structure of the University of 

Victoria is presented in Appcadur B. 



It is also worth mting how cosp  is currentiy r e p ~ e ~ ~ ~ l t e d  within the University. The 

199912000 Calendar devotes nearly eight pages to the "Cooperative Concept." However, 

the majority of the space is dedicated to course descriptions and practical arrangements. 

The philosophy of CO-op is describeci in two brief paragraphs: 

Cooperativt education can bc d e s c n i  as a proccss of education which formaliy 
integratcs the students' acadcmic auci carrer Wes on campus with relevant and 
productive mrk cxpcrimce in indusay, business and govcc~llent. 

The ltccumuiaiion of up to ~ v o  years of varieci and program rclated worlc experience 
eahams the slwbts' intelleduai, professional, and persanai development, by providing 
oppominities for applying academic theories and knowledge, cvaiuating and adjusting 
carca dircctiom, and developing confidence ami skills in worlang with people (1999: 
45). 

This broad definition is folIowed by a list of the CO-op programs offered in each faculty, 

and a bief note stating that "admission and graduation requirements for cooperative 

education programs are determined by the individual departments." The importance of 

obtaining and maintainiag a hi@ academic average is also made explicit in the calendar 

In gcnd,  Cwp sndtms art required to achicve an above-avm~e academic standing, 
and io dcmonstrate the motivation and potcntial to pliftue a professionai carter (Wic 
Calenâar, 1999: 45). 

The description thien defhes the work term component of co-op and describes the 

seminars and workshops that students are expected to complete pria to embarking on 

work terms. A set ofgenerai regulations goveming student participation in co-op 

programs follows. These include a definition of the co-op work term, courses required for 

work term preparation, the cosp work term fecs, how work tenns are evaluated, the 

purpose of the work t m  report, and CO-op requitcmeuîs for graduation. While the 

University sets out p e r d  guidelines for the operation of CO-op progtams, it is left up to 

each department to determine admission and graduation quirements. While there are 

certain consistencies between programs, there are alsa diffcfences. 1 brietly outline the 

characteristi& of the hur programs in my study below. 
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The Colop Pmgrams 

The study focuses on the cosp  programs in Business, Chemistry, Engineering and 

Geography. The Facuity of Business defines CO-op as: 

an integrated approach to higher education which enables well-motivated students to 
foliow a program that altemates study t m s  on campus with paid work terms in a variety 
ofjob settings. The Business Cosp p r o m  is designed to provide students with the 
analytical expertise and practical knowledge necessary to excel in positiom in the public 
and private sectors [UVic Business Cosp]. 

The Faculty of Business offets an undergraduate program leadmg to the Bachelor of 

Commerce (B.Com.) degree, with concentrations in: international Business Management, 

Entrepreneurship, Toucism Management, Hotel and Restaurant Management, or Generai 

Business Management. The B.Com. is a mandatory c w p  program, requiring a qualwg 

year in either the Faculty of Humaaities or the Facuity of Social Sciences4. 

Admission to the B.Com. program takes place in the student's second year. Spaces are 

ümited by quota to approximately 160 a year, allocated on the bais of academic merit 

and extra-cunicuiat activity. The minimum Grade Point Average (GPA) for admission to 

the Facuity of Business is 70% (B- or 4.0 on the UVic 9.0 seale)--assesseci over the 

previous 12 units of course work in the qualifying year. Once admitted to the B.Com. 

program, sîudents mwt declare their area of concentration by the end of the fkt 

acadeniic term. As a mandatory ceop program, the degree requires eight academic tenns 

and two co-op work tenns, which must take place in the student's third and fourth year. 

To be eligible for a work term students must maintain a minimum GPA of 3.0 (65-69%) 

in aU pcior academic tenns. 



T-g now to Chemistry, the department portrays cosp as: 

one of the most effective hrmiaa rcsourcc dcvelopmcnt systems in iw today. It takm 
hi@y motivateci students with above average academic abiitics and exposes t k m  to two 
diffmnt but complemcntacy leaming cnvironmcnts, namcly: the clessroom and the 
wodcplace. The outcome is a broadcr, mon relevant education fot the students, and a 
supply of expericnced, rcady-tework graduates for the employcra &hic Cbemisay C* 
OP]. 

The Cbemistry c w p  has been in existence at W i c  since 1976. With appmximately 100 

students it is now recognized as the second largest chemistry co-op in the country, It is an 

optional program that boasts a 100% placement rate for al1 students cequiring work terms, 

and reports the greatest number of studentlfacdty contact hours of any Chemistry 

department in Canada. The department acknowledges the d e  of employers as "co- 

educators" of students on work terms, and suggests that "each work term becomes, in 

effect, a four-month interview providing an excellent wiadow on future recruitment." 

Studenis are required to have a minimum of a B average (7507%) in a Chemistry major 

fbr admission, although more than half of current Chemistry c o q  students have fitst- 

class averages (above 85%). 

In the Facdty of Engineering, the Bachelor of Engineering (BEng.) is a mandatory CO-op 

program fouuded in 1983. The Faculty ofEngineerhg dehes  coop for prospective 

students as 

a special form of higbcr education whctc you shdy and work whilc toming yow dcgcee. 
What you l m  on campus is a w i ~ ~  by rd-life atpereencc during aiianathg snidy 
and work tcnns. As an cngiricaing C w p  shdent, you wüi normaiiy complaC 5 or 6 
four-month work tenus in addition to cight regular academic tams [Wic Engiacaiag 
Co-oPI- 



Students t e q b  a minimum average of B in Math 12 and Physics 12 and an overall OPA 

of at least 65%'. 

The B.Eng. program adrnits approximately 140 first year students annually, and these 

d e n t s  al1 take a conunon curriculum during theu ficst year. Students may also transfer 

to the BEng. program in second year if they have completed equivalent courses and have 

a GPA in excess of 75%. These transfer students-between 40 and 60 annually-will 

usually complete twelve months of course work (Septemôer - August) before 

undertaking a k t  work placement. For another 40 or 50 students each year, a third 

option for admission is through the B.Eng. Bridge program, open to students who have 

completed a two-year college-level Technology Program. Under a partnership agreement 

with Camosun College in Victoria, UVic accepts B-average TechnoIogists directly into 

BBng. third ycar, upon completion of the six-month, Camosun Bridge Program. Students 

taking this route complete three, rather tban five, mandatory c w p  work tems for theu 

degree. 

In the Geography department, students with a B+ average in al1 geokaphy courses, and a 

B average overall may apply for admission to the voluntary CO-op program. These 

averages must bc maintaineci each term for the student to remain in cosp. The 

department describes c w p  as: 

an integratd approach to higher educatim which enables a student to combine academic 
aainuig with a~~~~l*aîed worL expefi*c~lcc. The pmgcam aims to enhance tbe quality of 
education fot highly motivated studmts. Mer beginning their academic training, students 
art able to altanate an academic term on campus with paid, ftll-time employment for the 



suùsquest four-month tenu. This employmmt paiod is d e d  a work tenn v i c  
GeograPhy C ~ I *  

Benefits ascribed to Geography cosp &lude an opportunity to "gain farniliarity with 

and valuable experience in occupations related ta geography, and acquire important skills 

and techniques which will enhance opportunities for findiag permanent employment." In 

addition to the academic requirements outiiaed above, students must successfully 

complete four wotk tems to graduate fiom Geography with the CO-op designation, 

'Thece are two routes for entry to co-op, depending on whether the program is a volmtary 

or mandatory program. In al1 cases studcnts must fint meet the entrance requirements of 

the University. For certain mandatory cosp programs, such as Engineering, the student 

applies directiy to engineering once accepted by the University. Once accepteà into 

Engineering the student is automatically enrolled in a mandatory co-op program. For the 

other three ptograms in the study-Business, Chemistry, and Geography-students begin 

fht year University studies before applying to the c o q  program. 

The Business cosp is a mandatory cwp .  B e w g  with the winter semester in 

Septembcr 2000, students must cornplete two years of geueral studies for admission to 

the program. Once accepted they must complete two co-op work terras for graduation. in 

the voluntary cosps-Chemistry and Geography-students complete at les t  one year of 

general studies before applying to cosp. If a student decides that they no longer want to 

participate in a voluntary cosp they cm leave the program and continue on with their 

studies as a regular student. Also, if a student in second year decides to enroll in a 

volunîary cosp, the opporhmiîy is available providing theu marks are high enough and 



they are willing to devote the necessary t h e  to complete the prescribed number of CO-op 

work terms. 

Summary 

This chapter described c w p  education at the University of Victoria. A brief history of 

UVic showed the university's transitioa over a period of sixty years, h m  a traditional 

Arts and Science Coiiege to a degree-granting University. 1 explored the implementation 

of CO-op education and the nsulting tensions, and discussed the impact of changes in 

organizational structure on CO-op. Next, 1 summarized the CO-op admission process in the 

four programs selected for my study and introduced a mode1 of the stages of the CO-op 

process. The next cbpter reviews research on CO-op and locates gaps in the literature. 



CHAPTER THREE: 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The increasing ppulariîy of co-op program and the anomalous space they occupy 

outside the mainstream (neither completely vocational nor entirely academic) motivated 

resemhers ta begin studying CO-op as an educatimal strategy. Early studics, carried out 

largely by coop practitioners, tended to highiigbt the beneficial outcornes of ceop 

ptograms witb~ut explorhg their theoretical underpinnings. Much of the subscquent 

research follows a similar pattern, addressing the ''ne&, issues, and concems of 

pmfessioaals in the field rather tban theoretical academicians" (Barticus & Stull, 1997, p. 

9). These authors argue that "there is no consistent, systemtic effort in place to raise 

questions and seek mswers" (ibid, p. 7). Earlier criticism by Wilson (1988, p. 83) had 

commented that resemh in co-operative education %ll[s] short of the ideal of scientific 

inquiry to illuminate rehtionships, predict effects, explain îindings in Light of existing 

theory, or contribute to theory deveiopment." This study is one attempt to address these 

shortcomings. 

The Co-op Literatum 

The probiematic issues in the c w p  Literature are threefoid. Fht ,  CO-op practitioners have 

not aiways documentcd the benefits of CO-op education programs in a form that othet 

researchers can build on. Many of the CO-op studies are d-ptive, especially the early 

research; okrvatioaal and mecdotal data are used to identify program benefits. Some 

early studies do not foUow the convention of pmviding evidence fbr claims. They are 



tcstimoniais rather than attempts to understand cosp's relevance as an educatimal 

strategy. Second, some c w p  researchers argue that the volume of research on co-op has 

not reached a substantive level to qualify as a research base (Wilson, 1988). A search of 

Dissertation Abstracts Intemational, for the &en yem beâween January 1982 and 

Mar& 1997, rcvealed few dissertations on vocational higher education. 

Third, of those dissertations considered relevant for my study (n=32), many rely on 

survey methods to collect data on a range of issues related to CO-op education. Little 

attention was paid in the dissertations 1 reviewed to the social relations of coop 

programs, or the individual experiences and social sites within which they occur. Yet an 

understanding of what happens during the c w p  process, and the meaaings students 

make of it, is essential information-not only for universities currently offerhg codp 

programs but also for students and employen participating in these pmgrams. 

Appropriate research cari assist pcactitioners and plmers to develop programs relevant 

to the &man& of a rapidly changing workplace. 

In the discussion that follows 1 organize the research on CO-op education into three broad 

categones. First, 1 consider the philosophy and orientation of CO-op. Second, 1 

concentrate on CO-op's pedagogical aspects and review the benefits of cosp. Tbird, 1 

investigate ment research on c w p  students. 

Philosophy and Theontical Orientaalon of Co-op 

Claims that c w p  education is rooted in the philosophy of American pcagmatism are 

common. Much of the early literature accounts for the benefits of c w p  h m  a Deweyan 



perspective on theory and practice. But critics such as Saltmarsh (1 992) argue that these 

clairns are a mistaken atternpt to validate cosp by cloakiag it in the respectab'ity of 

Deweyan experiential learning. He states 

When justification is nceded for the practice of mperative education, John Dewey's 
educational philosophy is tesurrccted to validate eXpenentia1 leaming and cultivate 
acceptance among sceptics and detractors wihin what is referred to as higher education's 
'mainsapam' ...@.a. 

The reason such attempts fail to bring co-op education iuto the mainstream of educational 

thought and practice, according to Saltmarsh, is that the mots of CO-op are Hennan 

Schneider's not John Dewey's. It is impossible, he argues, to nad Dewey into 

Schneider's educational philosophy, 

[qhe teason we cannot recognize Deweyan refonns in Schneider's cooperative plan is 
that the two men had debaccd and amivcd at munially antamBonistic solutions to indusaial 

Support for this contention rnight be inferred h m  the absence of any reference to 

Dewey's ideas in Schneider's writings on educatioml reform. By linking the workplace 

with the school, Schneider assumed the schools wodd accommodate workplace 

demands, not the reverse. The cooperative cducation plan put the workplace at the centre 

of learning by moulding shideaîs' leaming to a set of predetennined standards based on 

workplace norms, Conceptualizing co-op in Dcweyan terms wodd require a fundamental 

reconstruction of its philosophy and practicc, placing it "solidly within the scholarly 

speciaüzations of knowledge at the university" (Saltmarsh, 1992, p. 14). While this idea 

might appeal to certain researchers, aîtempts over the past ninety years to have CO-op 

recognized as maulstream education have not been successful. 

But, those who see Dewey's 'invisible hancl' in cctop are not easily dissuaded. Van Gyn 

(1994) suggests that rather than lookhg for one specific theory of cwp,  it might lx 
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possible to select an 'orientation' encompassing a number of Deweyan theories 

applicable to curriculum design. Revisiting the wodt of Miller (1985), she suggests a 

'transaction orientation' as an appropriate t h d c a l  perspective on which to construct a 

cwperative education curriculum model. Central to a transaction orientation is "the 

facilitation of pmblem solving wiîhin meaningfiii contexts through curriculum strategies" 

(Van Gyn, 1994, p. 19). in other words, the otganization o f c w p  content would become 

problem-centred and developmental. She argues that "in the transaction curriculum, 

content, instructional and organizational strategies that enhance the opportunity for 

complex and authentic pmblem-solving will lead to more effective attainment of the 

purposes of that curriculum" (Van Gyn, 1994, p. 20). 

Demetriou (1995), proposes a Deweyan model based on a study of a three-credit 

anthtopotogy course incorporating a two-credit work experience, intended to sensithe 

students to divmity in the workplace. The madel h w s  on performance-based 

experiential leaming, and buitds on the development and application of campetencies. 

The author makes the normative contention that it will "move cosp from where it is now 

to where it should be to bettcr prepare students for the future" (1995, p. 34). This will be 

accomplished, she argues, by using: 

[a] dcvelopmc~~tal intcgratcd mode1 grormded in mutually supportive camr growîh and 
-ential leaniing opportmilin ibar would develop the criticai and cwting-edge 
capabilitics of our sndents @emCtrioy 1995, p.38). 

Howevcr, when tested, the model indicated a heightened awareness among students 

during the academic poriion of the program but fiiiled to demonstrate its effectiveness in 

helping them adapt to a diverse workplace. 



Finn (1997) goes a step fiuther, and suggests the need for a new &gm for cooperative 

education. She repeats the c d  of previous tesearchers (e.g., Fletcher, 1990; Ricks et ai., 

1990; Wilson, 19%b) for more theory-based research which "informs out practice and 

uncover[s] the meanings embedded in cosp experience" (p.36). Anned with tbis theory, 

she contends we can begin to develop knowledge ''unique to cooperative education" 

thtough our own "distinctive lem." But what would such a theory look li? The author 

supports Fletcher (1989) and suggests that what is believed about CO-op in many cases 

reduces to truisms, not validated by research or supported by theory. Ricks et al., (1993) 

point to a tendency by CO-op practitioners to disregard research that does not support their 

own beliefji of CO-op's tacit worth. By looking only at cosp's perceived advantages, and 

attempting to convert others to their beliefji, practitioners creatc ambiguity around cwp's 

actual bene6ts. According to Ricks et al., (1993) unless CO-op demonstrates that what it 

does is different h m  what non-cwp education does, it has no c l a h  to unique 

acwmplishments. 

One way to demonstrate that differcnce is by developing and testing theoretical models of 

c w p  education. Heinemann (1983) was among the h t  to attcmpt an integrated mode1 

for c q  education. It focused on the interaction between the student and the work 

envhnment, and outliaed the types of educational processes students might encounter in 

the work place. More recently, Branton et al., (1990) attempted to integrate the c w p  

academic and work ternis to produce a model that could account for cosp's educational 

benefits. niey claimed the cosp cunicuium model creates optimal conditions across 

three components of the learning process: (1) condition ofthe learner; (2) leaming 



environment; and (3) leaming outcomes. Both the Heinemann and Branton et al., models 

address educational outcomes but they omit a theoretical input, or staxting point, which 

would allow for the inclusion of the various aspects necessary for a comprehensive 

pedagogical fiamework. Achowledging the difnculty of such a tasic, Branton et ai. 

suggest that perhaps no single theory can encompass ail aspects of a program as complex 

as cooperative education. 

Subsequently, Heinemann et al. (1992) resurzected and adapted Heinemann's earlier 

(1983) pedagogical mode1 in a study of work-experience enriched learning. In the revised 

mdel students were encouraged to engage in active iquiry in the workplace. Each 

student was to observe a CO-worker, then interview them to find out why they performed 

certain tasks in a specific way. The student was theu asked to analyze and reflect on their 

CO-worker's response, and prepare a brief report. Students presented theu results and 

teceived critical feedback in a subsequent student forum. 

These attempts to Link the philosophical and theoretical orientations of CO-op to the 

acadernic curriculum appear to be a way of gainhg support for c m p  as a pedagogical 

innovation. 

C w p  8s a Pbtbgogicat tnnovutlon 

As mentioued earlier, a m n g  ptactitioner orientation bas produced several lines of 

enquiry that attempt to legitimate c o q  as a pedagogidy sound fom of educational 

delivery. Studies on the impact of c o q  participatim on career development emphasize 

the importance of cosp education in a student's career decisions, and approach to finding 
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a h t  job (Pittenget, 1993; Sbarma, 1995; Weinstein, 1980; Wilson, 1974). Studies on 

personal growîh indicate that the w-op experienec enhances students' self-confidence, 

and self-concept (Ducat, 1978; Fletcher, 1990). and values and attitudes (Mueller, 1992; 

Rowe, 1992; Smith-Eggeman, 1994; Tillman, 1990; Williams et al., 1993). ûther 

research indicates an increase in student independence, social maturity and interpersonal 

skills as a result of participation in CO-op pmgrams (Fletcher, 1989; Marks, 1971; Rowe 

1992; Wilson, 1974; Wilson & Lyons, 1961). 

As a way of streagthening the case for c w p  a number of researchers conducted 

empirical studies to provide evidence for the benefits atûibuted to participation in CO-op 

education. For example, usiag multivariaté analysis of variance to test Merences 

between CO-op and regular graduates, Rowe (1992) was able to demonsüate support for 

certain aspects of CO-op. Co-op graduates in her study had a significant financial 

advantage @<.01), and were more likely to be employed full-tirne and eam higher 

salaries than non-co-ops. This supports earlicr findings by Wilson (1988) that work 

experience is a critical factor in bringing about the effects of c w p  education, and Brown 

(1976) who demonstrateci that co-op graduates are more likely to obtain jobs related to 

their academic background. 

A team of resemh psychologists undertook a formal assessment to detennhe whether 

cwp's benefits could be described and measured (Wiiams et al., 1993). Results of the 

study Uidicate that c w p  snideats possess sigdicantly more practical job knowledge 

than noa-co-op studeats, and that c w p  students in genecal display more 'tacit 



knowledge' (Polanyi, 1967; Sternberg & Horvath, 1999) than their non-ca-op 

countcrparts. This suggests that cosp studenîs develop a conception of how and why the 

world of work operates as it does. The study alm showed that participation in c w p  for 

as iitiie as five montbs, comprising both classroom and wotkplace experience, hm a 

demonsûable and measurable impact on co-op students. Mueller (1992) investigated the 

e m s  of work experience using Chickering's (1969) standardized instrument based on a 

theoretical mode! of student development. He found that co-op experience affects a 

studcnt's development of autonomy, sense of purpose, and mature interpersonal 

relationships. 

Wessels and Pumphrey (1995) analyzed the impact of cooperative education on job 

placement and advancement of cosp graduates. Theu fïndings suggest tbaî m p  bas 

littie effect on jobsearch tirne, contradicting earlier studies (cf Rogers & Westoa, 1987; 

Gardner & Koslowski 1993). Second, while c w p  education had little impact on job 

turnover, c w p  students with higher GPAs had a lower turnover rate. T M ,  tbe 

iikelihood ofrespondents believing their employer was benefiting tiom theu coliege- 

levei skiils was significantly higher for CO-op graduates. And fourth, CO-op graduates 

received more advancements than non-cosp graduates (pc.05). If the cosp graduate's 

fbt job was with an employer who had hosted them during theV program, however, there 

was a negative impact on advancements. Co-op students generally start at higher levels of 

pay and ttspotlsibiiity, and in jobs better matching their skilis. The author's suggest these 

firctors codd account for fewer advancements during the early years of employment. A 



comprehcllsiyt review of the iiteraturc on the pst-graduate pecuniary benefits of cadp 

participation can be fomd in Somers (1995). 

W e  many of the studies on starting salaries of cosp versus non-cosp graduates are 

conducted using samples of engineers, at least two studies were conducted using social 

science and humanities students (Seidenberg, 1987; Rowe, 1992). Rowe found 

statistically significant ciifferences in starting salaries between c w p  and non-cosp 

graduates, while Seidenberg concluded that c w p  participation was not a significant 

factor in explainhg starting salaries. He attributes this lack of effect to the demographic 

characteristics of the students in his sample. Somers (1995) correctly points out that a 

critical variable in determinhg the eamings of humanities and social science graduates is 

whether they are employed in their fîrst job in a professional, technical or manageriai 

capacity. Those employed in these types of positions can eam more than shidents who are 

not. 

The lack of attention to c w p  students majdring in humanities, arts, and the social 

sciences prompteci a study comparing cosp and non-cwp psychology alumni (Rigio et 

al., 1994). n i e  sample consisted of 82 former students in an IndustriaVûrganizatiod 

Psychalogy (110) cwp ,  and a comparison group of 47 students who had expressed 

interest in the i/0 co-op, met the course prerequisites, completed the application process, 

but never enrolled in the course or c w p  (p.61). Results indicate that the cumulative GPA 

of c w p  shidents was slightiy but not si@cantiy higher than non-cosp students. Co-op 

a h n i  also had signincantly more nsponsibility in current jobs w.05) than comparison 



alumni, and c w p  alumni were slightly, but not significantly more satisfied with their 

current jobs. Finally, c o s p  alumni had higher current salaries @<.OS) and higher saiary 

histories than cornparison alumni. 

Oloroso (1995) used a series of integrative seminars in an attempt to tie work expetience 

to the content of various liberal arts courses. The study attributes CO-op studeats' 

successfùi attainrnent of measutable outcornes h m  a work experience to their 

developing awareness of work as leaming. While this study provides a number of 

innovative strategies for co-op program curriculum, Oloroso hints at structural problems 

with the c w p  program studied. She States "the evaluation pmcess was kept rather simple 

to encourage supervisor participation" (1995, p. 45). 

Sharma, Maanell, and Rowe (1995), examine career expectations and job outcomes of 

m p  participants, including intrinsic and extrinsic rewards, and expectations for support 

a d  encouragement Erom the work organization. While traditional cornparisons betwem 

cosp and non-cwp are made, expectations about job outcomes are based on the amount 

of work experience acquired by a student. Relevance of, and satisfaction with, the work 

experience are examined to determine benefits to c w p  education that rnight accrue due 

to relevancy of the work experience component. Results indicate that career-related work 

experience affects student career expectatiom and expected job outcomes, and is 

mediated by the perceiveâ relevance of and satisfaction with the work experience 

(Sharma et al., 1995, p. 45). Participation in c w p  has a small but signincaut effect on 

caner expecîatim, independent of the amount of work experience. For the authors this 



indicates that students admitted to c w p  pmgmms have higher seksteem and more sec 

confidence. 

While the volume of research on the benefits ofcosp continues to grow, attempts to 

understand why and how these benefits are denved bave not kept pace. For example, 

there is little investigation of what happens during the process of CO-op to account for the 

benefits accrued. Also, more investigation of the characteristics of students who enroll in 

cosp is needed to ascertain input variables îhat might contribute to success in the 

pw-ram* 

In her study of entry-level charactetistics, Rowe (1989) argues that "studeats who select 

c ~ o p  arc more advanced than regular students in the areas of career development, 

persanal growth, and academic achievement" (p. 16). She suggests two possible 

explanations for tbis phenornenon. Fust, sîucients with particular characteristics might be 

dEerentially attracted to cosp. Second, students with particular characteristics might be 

specifically recruited and selected. To date, the question of whether students ke ly  select 

c w p  programs or are actively recruited in an attempt to ensure a program's success has 

not been explorai in the literature. Rowe also foumd small differences between c w p  and 

regular students on measures of career maturity, and the importance of various 

characteristics of wotk. 

Cosp students in Rowe's study had higher academic averages than non-cosp students 

(p. 22) but, in cantrast to non-cosps, did wt tend to view theu undergraduate work as 



preparation for post-graduate or jmftssid pmgrams. This fhding is consistent with a 

stctcofypicai assumption in the litcrature that studenîs gtaduate into the wockfbrce 

whiie othet studwîs p r d  to further education. However, evidence firom Stern et al., 

(1992) conttadicts the stereotype. nie area has not been well studied mrr debated. 

Van Gyn et al.'s (1996) study of entry-level chacteristics ofco-op and non-co-op 

students revds interesthg demographic data abwt c w p  students. First, the c o s p  

sample had a significantly higher percentage of participants over the age of 22 years, 

suggesting th& c o q  students, by and large, an dder tbm regulac stuâents. Second, the 

proportion of co-op d e n t s  from rural areas was signifïcantly higher tbaa for non-co-op 

students. Tbird, contmy to previous teseai.ch (cf Siedenberg, 1987), CO-op students 

reported a significmtly greater amout of pmenûy work experience than other studentsa. 

Finaiiy, c o q  students had a significantly highet pre-entry percentage of M-cIass 

academic averages thm non-CO-op students. This held acmss al1 disciplines, supporthg 

Rowe's (1989) contention that cosp program attrrrct excellent students. 

Based on their review of eniry4evel characteistics, Van Gyn and her cdleagues (1996) 

contend that cosp, as a fonn ofeducation delivery, is "a valid education mode1 that 

produces ademic  benefits" (p.15). However, Rowe (1989) iudicates that cntry 

characteristics are oniy one variable among many. While academic standards for CO-op 



entry may be higher than for regdar university entrante, Rowe's results make a 

compelling argument for the influence of situation-specific effects, such as popularity of 

pdcular pmgrams, general socio-economic level of the areas surroundhg the university, 

and cultural factors. 

SecZion Summaty 

The literature reviewed to this point demonstrates gaps in current knowledge about the 

theoretical and pedagogical foundations of c w p  education. Further, while there is a 

growing body of empirical literature on c w p  education, it has not reached a level where 

it provides a substantial base for researchers to draw on. Dissemination of cosp research 

is largely restncted to a small number of publications directed to CO-op practitioners. This 

orientation has led to attempts to legitimate CO-op as a sound fonn of educationai 

delivery, through empuical studies on the benefits of coap. Research on cosp students 

indicates that c o s p  students have higher academic averages and are more advanced in 

certain areas than regular students. 

Tbe literature reviewed above also reveals littie consideration of the broader context 

within which CO-op programs are developed and delivered: that is, the rapidly changhg 

economic and institutional context in wbich the university sûives to &liver relevant 

progtamming to meet the needs of its stakeholders. As a rcsult, some broad issues related 

to my study are not addrcssed by the cosp iiterature. in the attempts to define a 

peâagogy of cosp one clearly related fàctor that has been overlooked is the liakage of 

education and training to labour market outcomes. What is it that educatim produces and 

that employers look for? 
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Recent attempts to define what skills employers value in new recruits have resulted in the 

notion that there are skills, or sets of skills, thought essential for employment in the new 

economy (cf employability skills in Chapter One). But in the rush to lay claim to 

definitive sets of skills that enhance empl~yabi~ty, the changing nature of the areas in 

which such skills are developed and applied-namely the university and the workpiace- 

have been neglected. in the remaider of the chapter I incorporate perspectives that shed 

light on these broader issues. 

1 begin with a bief history of the chg ing  role of the university in Canada to set the 

context7 for a broad investigation of the changing relationship between higher education 

and the labour market. This is followed by a brief overview of the ways that universities 

are responding to the labour market demands. In the final section, 1 explore the literature 

on leaming in the workplace and in the classroorn. 

The Changing Role of the University 

Histoncally, the university has had an important role to play in promoting the principles 

of social democracy tbrough teaching, research and social critique. Universities have long 

been concemed with balancing liberal and vocational education. In Medieval times they 

wece the source of knowledge for the four traditional facuities: theology, law, medicine 



md arts, providing wbat is now regatded as a cfassicai, übed education (Harris, 1976). 

In the closhg decades of the ninetcent& ccntury, the University increasingiy found itseif 

chaliengod by the uîiiitarian dcmands of indushial capitalist society. Scienti6ic 

management in large corporatim, and chmghg agricuiturai technology, meant that '"the 

classicist and the cleric increasiagly s h d  the University stage with the agineet and the 

ecanamist" ( A x e M  & Reid, 1989, p. xv). Academic spcciaiization and the 'culture of 

professionalisni' begaa to enmach on the traditionai d e  of bigher leaniing. Universities 

augmented the older prokssions of theology, law and medicine with progtams in 

dentistry, pharmacy, agriculture, engineering, and forestry (Huis, 1976, p. 26 1). By 

19 1 1 - 12, of  the thirteen busand university students in Canada, 55 percent were earolled 

in professional pmgrams (cxcluding theology) and 45 percent in arts and science 

(Axelrad & Reid, 1989, p. xv). 

The onset of the First World War saw an unprecedented effort by the Canadian 

govemment to promote the development of scientific march in Canadian universities 

(Gingras, 1989). Tbis resulted in an increase in recruitment into the sciences and restored 

a balance betwcen the number of undergraduates emlled in professionai and arts and 

science pmgrams. By the 1920-21 session thete were just over 10,000 undergraduates 

enroiid in pmfessionai courses and just un& 10,000 in arts, pute science, letters and 

phiiosophy (Hanis, 1976, p. 234). 

University students felt the effects of a ravaged economy during the depression of ihe 

1930s. Economic dispanty, class discrimination, the rise of fascism, and the fear of wax 



wen political issues that inspircd the passions of c o n c d  youîh, causing unrest on 

University campuses. Leci by the Student Christian Movement and reinforced by members 

of the peace movement, and the activities of socialist and communist youth, students 

called for reforms to higher education (Axelrod, 1989). 

The Second World War brought Canada's universities closer to the federal goverment, 

which actively incnased its intervention into higher education in order to maximize the 

war effort (Keifer & Pierson, 1989). Through such agencies as the National Conference 

of Canadian Universities-composed of the heads of Canada's institutions of higher 

education-and the deparîments of National Defence, Labour and National War Services, 

the federal govemment "guided universities on how to put their resources, of 'manpower' 

and expertise, at the disposal of the state" (Keifer & Pietson, 1989, p. 162). The National 

Selective Service guidelines of 1944 stipulated that male university students emlled in 

courses of study deemed essential to "the prosecution of the war or in the national 

interest," such as mathematics, physics, biology, or chemistry, could continue to be 

exempt h m  military cd-up d l  completion of their degrees. However, those enrolled 

in arts courses-language and literature, fine arts, history and philosophy-could only 

avoid king recniited ifthey placed in the top half of their classes (ibid, p. 162-3). 

The hi@ ducation system in Canada bas undergone substantial cbange since the 

Second World Wu. The numbcr of pst-secondary institutions increased, and existing 

institutions expandeci bih enrobent and program oEerings. The role and hct ion of 

the University, in relation to socicty, was tedefineci %om private domain to public 



uîiiity" (Corry, 1970). The view of universitics as public utilities and 'feeders' for 

industry now underscores higher education plicy in Canada. Current issues in higher 

education-including public accountability, the quality debate, the relevance debate, 

importance of research, demands for inclusive programs, and access policies-are rwted 

in tbis public utility role of the university. 

During the 1950s and 19609, as the economies of the Western world grew, higher 

education in Canada expandd. University budgets increased, faculties expanded, new 

fiicilities were installed, al1 in an attempt to keep pace with a d e n t  population ihat was 

doubling in numbers. In the 19609, a number of important changes in the relationship 

W e e n  higher education and govemments took place. The decade was one of 

unprecedented expansion of higher education, with the number of university-level 

institutions, student emllments, and faculty rising dramatically. Following the dictates 

of human capital theory (Schultz, 1960; 1961; Denison, 1962; Friedman, 1962; Becker, 

1964) expansion of educational opporhinities and the development of requisite facilities 

were regarded as a necessary saciai investment for future economic growth. The federal 

govenunent also articulated a policy of universal accessibility, with equal opporhinities 

for al1 Canadians to acquire as much education and training, as they desired (Dennison & 

Gallagher, 1986). There was a co~esponding inccease in graduate pmgrams offered in 

Canadian universities. Healy, (1978, p. 44) reports ihat between 1960 and 1975, sixteen 

new Canadian Universities were established, and the number of universities offering 

graduate pmgrams increased h m  28 to 47. At the same tirne, many provinces began 



stnictuting publicly fimded commMity coltege systems to offm skills upgradig through 

continuhg education, retraining and basic education skilis for adults. 

When the economy began to slow down in the late 19609, universities were among the 

6rst to feel the pressure (Camecon, 1991). When budget trimming failed to stabilize 

hances, the fedcral govemment decideci to change the fiinding simcture for univenities. 

Faculties and pmgrams were consolidated and faculty h h g  curtailed. The demands 

placed on institutions of bigher education to accommodate increasing numbers of 

students with decceasing fun& led to sMent m t  during the 1960s (Axelimlgt Reid, 

1989). Govcmment actions, and university reactions, in response to economic restraint, 

impacted the subsequent shape of higher education in Canada. 

hdicated on a conviction that the univers@ curriculum m u t  provide relevant training 

for a variety of increasingly complex jobs, and with support h m  second wave human 

capital theory (Macginson, 1997), vocaîionalization bas been an increasing ûend in 

bigher education over the past three âecades. Womed about obtaining higb-skill, hi&- 

wage employment, d e n t s  have pressured the univcrsity to focus more on skills for 

employment. Employers have also demanded that the curriculum become more directly 

relevant to their needs and that the skiils they cequite should be incorpomted into the 

curriculum. Memwhile, emliments in the social sciences and humanities-which like 

the fine and perfonning arts are not considered vocationdy relevant-continue to 

decline (Grosjean et ai., 2000). 



Wlde the proféssiona1ization of Society has altered the traditional role of the university, it 

has also been muhially kneficiai to universities and the professions they serve. For the 

professions, University ducation justines their claims to a knowledge base, and at the 

same time provides a method of smening entrants to the profession. By offering career- 

oriented courses, universities have expanded their client base and enabled individuai 

departments and taculties to increase their power within the institution by including 

professional ûaining in areas that were previously outside the University's domain (Eraut, 

1992). According to Stark et al., (1986) this is not a new phenomenon. They suggest that 

historically the preparation for most professions changed h m  appmticeship status to 

university status when attempts at on-the-job training were no longer sufncient to 

produce a comptent professional. Howevet, Jencks and Riesman (1968) argue that the 

desire for professional &tus in certain professions pre-dates the accumulation of a body 

of howledge. Whatever the case, the prestige and incarne associateci with professionai 

work has contributed to a dmatic  increase in the nwnber of occupations cequiring a 

university degree (Fisher et al., 1994). As a result of this shift, the advance of the culture 

of professioaalism in the university and the professionalization of society has surpassed 

the traditionai liberal concept of education ( A x c M  & Reid, 1989). 

As higher education attempts to respond to the technicd and social changes in the wider 

society, universities in particular face a major dilemma. The pressures of government 

fiscal restraint combined with calls for increased accountabii place additional demands 

on universities (Camemn, 1991). The withdrawal of state hds, and the movement by 

industry to d e  up the shortfiill affects the traditional separation of education and 



training within the University. This resuits in universities becoming far more consciow of 

their vocational responsibilities than in pmvious decades. This is evident in the 

conflicting priorities facing universities in the last decade of the 1990s. 

As the 1980s gave way to the 1990s, govemments across Canada were facing hancial 

challenges and calls h m  taxpayers to reduce spending on education. The OECD 

released a report titled Education and the Economy in a Changhg Society (OECD, 1989), 

and the Economic Council of Canada followed with the release of Good Jobs, Bad Jobs: 

Employment in the Service Economy (Economic Council of Canada, 1990). The Council 

demanded increased standards of excellence and more highly educated individuals to 

cope with an information based society. Universities were immediately faced with 

conflicting priorities. On the one hand govemments were urging financial restraint in the 

development and delivery of education; whiie on the other, educators, with limited 

murces, were trying to cope with increasing emllments, and criticism fiom potential 

employers and graduates who feared an erosion in the quaiity of education. 

Changes in govemment policy, reflecting changes in the country's economy, tesulted in 

reduced funding for pst-secondary education. At the same time as financiai constraints 

were imposed, state intrusion into the day-to-day operations of universities diminished 

autonomy, rcsulting in changes to governance of institutions. In tum, this &ted 

institutional and hculty culture (Caneron, 1991; Jones, 1994). On bebalfof taxpayers, 

the state began dematlding 'more for las' and increased accountabiity to demonstrate 

that Wiivcrsities were living up to thtir obligations to society. Ami& these conflictbg 



prioritics, wcro caiis for the definition of comrnon goals and cooperative action, to 

maximize the mle that post-secondary education could play in meeting individuai and 

econornic goals (Government of Canada hsperity Sectetatiat, 1991; McLaughlin, 

1992). Nearly a decade later, no national policy on post-secondary education has been 

articulateci in Canada. 

Fundamental societal changes brought about by technological innovation and economic 

cestructuring have had a profound impact on higher education in general and universities 

in particular. The gIobalized market's increasing demands for applied knowledge and 

skiils have affected the nature and importaace of knowledge and significantly changed 

the role and function of the univenity. No longer is the university a privileged societal 

institution unquestioningly supported by tax dollars, Today it has to justify itsdfand its 

programs. Accountability-for both financial and educational pcrformanu+increases 

the pressure on universities (Atkinson-Grosjean & Grosjean, 2000). They must cooperate 

with govemment and the private sector to enhance economic opportunities, while at the 

same t h e  providing more diict educational opportunities to meet the needs and interests 

of a variety of stakeholder groups. But, accountability is not a straightfonvard issue when 

dealing with institutions of higher education. 

While it is easy to measure quantity and quality of inputs, it is much more difncult to 

assess outmes.  How do we kmw if graduates have received a highquality education? 

How do we determine that a measurable level of competency bas been achieved? How do 

we ensure that higher education serves the employment and Life needs of graduates? 



Universities are increasingly Wing asked to devclop educational outcome measures 

which focus on lmowledge, skilis and values (Evcrs et al., lW3). These measures 

determine the understanding gained by studying a particulac field; the abilities or 

proficiencies developed in certain areas; and whether certain positive attitudes (cg., 

respect for diversity), have been instilled. Thus, there is a tension between quality and 

standards on the one hand and quality and access on the other. Changing signais of what 

constitutes quality in university education heightens these tensions. Who sets the 

standards of quality? Who judges when these standards have been met? How does this 

affect the educational experience? Wbat are the implications for the university? 

Unhersities today are experiencing mounting pressure to reform the liberal arts to 

incnase the employability of graduates. In Canada, as elsewhere govemments attempt to 

utilize univenities to meet their responsibiiity for what John Dewey refers to as the 

'public good,' while at the same t h e  reducing financial support for higher education. 

But, having a traditional cornmitment to the public good is what enables universities to 

promote the specitic principles and causes of social democracy. 

Higher Education and the Labour Market 

Over the past foc@ years, research on the relationship between higtier education and the 

labour market fias been closely linked to changes in policy and practice. Teichler (1999b) 

points out, however, that "most of the research approaches chosen and most of the 

questions raised minor.. .the hopes and concenu expressed by the policy actors and 

practitioners involved" (p. 169) rather than those engaged in higher education. 



Beginning in the 19609, it was hopad that expsion of hi* education would not only 

contribute signincantly to economic growth, but also reduce inequality by pmviding 

greater opportunities for access to higher cducatim (Bissell, 1968; Jencks & Reisman, 

1968; Blau, 1969). During the 19709, debates shifted h m  access to "over-educatim." 

There were perceptions of a mismatch; higher education was graduating increasing 

numbers of students but theu skills did not match employers' demands for qualified 

labour @ore, 1976). This situation led to a search for ways to increase the 

'employability' of graduates (Granovetter, 1974; SeweU & Hauser, 1975). By the 1980s 

policy discussions b d e n e d  ta include the diverse rolos of higher education and the 

structure of graduate careen (Squires, 1987). More emphasis was placed on field of study 

and program, and student demands for individuai options and strategies (Levin & 

Rumberger, 1988). The 1980s was also a decade of reflection on the shortcomings of 

higher education fiielled by the April, 1983 refease of the report A Nation ut Risk: the 

imperutivefor educational r e m  by the US National Commission on Excellence in 

Education. The report detailed the failure of US education to cornpete internationally and 

led to immediate calls for educational reform. 

In the 1990s a number of topics competcd for attention. On the one &and there was a 

renewed emphasis on "employability," placiag cesponsibiity on institutions of higher 

education to prepare graduates for the wotld of work (McLaughlin, 1992; Bloom, 1993), 

and suggesting how individual students can prepare for career success (Carnevale et al., 

1990; Evers et al., 1993; 1998). On the other hand, questions were raised about the extent 



to which the university should deliver sküls and competencies 'on demand' to the labour 

market (Buchbider, 1993; Teichler, 1999b). 

The dation between the higher education and employment systems raiseci questions 

about the type of skills needed in a rapidly changing workplace. For example, was it 

possible to define and deliver through the higher education system the basic skiiis, or sets 

of skills, that students would require in the workplace? Or would the techaologically 

enhruiced workplace develop "general skills" in "expert" worken that differ h m  the 

h i c  skills acquired through an undergraduate degree? In response to the ûrst question, 

Levin and Rumberget (1988) argue that formal education delivers cognitive 

competencies l i e  communication, reasoning, problem solving, obtaining and using 

information, and the ability to continue leamiag. However, they point out, the wotkplace 

requires skills which are not part of the formai academic curriculum such as a willingness 

to take initiative and perfôrm independently, an ability to work in groups, cornpetence in 

planning d evaluating one's own work and the work of othen, undetstandiiig how to 

wock with persons h m  different backgrounds and cultures, and the ability to make 

effective decisions. To these dispositions Carnevale et al., (1990) added personal 

management skills like self-control, honesty and integrity as well as pride in one's work 

and respect for others. 

Teichler (1999b) points out the fluid nature of employment demand, and argues that 

employen currenly overvalue the social and penonal skills required fot specific 

occupaîional fields and undervalue spccialized cognitive skills and knowledge (p.175). 



He argues that universitics should prepare students with a wide range of generic skiiis 

and competencies, so they can become "active agents of innovation and change" in a 

world of work rapidly adapting to the demauds of a globalized economy (ibid). 

Aided by new technologies, globalization extends economies, markets, cultures and 

politics beyond national boundaries into global markets (Marghson, 1997). These 

changes place a unique set of demands on systems of higher education already burdened 

with funding cutbacks and expectations of accountability, productivity and efficiency 

(Brown, 1998). As a resuit of these changes institutions of higher education are fonning 

pastnetships with business and industry while pursuing international students and other 

fiaancial opportunities. Pressure is increasing to treat students as consumers in a market 

sûuctured around employability. In consequence, universities are "adapting cntical 

thinking h m  philosophy and applying it to business and industry contexts where the 

meaning is dwerent" (Levin 1999, p. 397). 

To compte in giobal markets, business and industry mwt focus on technological 

innovation and management restnictuting, as weiî as issues of labour costs and 

productivity. Thus concems an frequently taised about the adequacy of wotkforce s u s  

and the function of highcr education in preparing students for the rapidly chaaging 

workplace. Business cornplains it canuot 6nd enough skilled workers to meet the 

spiraüing dernands of giobal competition in a 'knawledge intensive economy.' 

Meanwhiie, representatives of higher education insist that they produce bmadly educated, 



adaptable individuais and question whether business actually nceds the skills it demands 

(cf Stasz, 1997). 

Levin (1999) argues that globaiiitio~t-whether manifesteci culturally, economicaiiy, or 

politically-pmnpts a need to undetstand how, and why, Canadian institutions of higher 

education respod as they do. A global economy affects goverment revenues, altering 

funding structures and policy initiatives, which in turn affects univetsities. The culture of 

Canadian higher education increasingly refiects the multicultural nature of its 

participants, whose numbers are bolstered by new immigrant populations-a 

consequence of international political restructwuig. The predominant role of the state in 

Canadian higher education, with demands for accountability and relevance, compounds 

the influence of global forces on universities. And, as global market forces and societal 

demands increasingly drive educational poücy, and people begin choosing to educate 

themselves in dinerent ways, universities are forced to respond to new challenges in 

order to maintain their relevance. 

Over the psst decade, the social relevance of higher education, particularly the connection 

between higher education and the world of work, has again become a key topic in 

educatioaai policy debates (Teichler, 1999a). The relevance debate has retumed with a 

renewed sease of urgency, h e d  in large part by tensions between the economy and 

hi@ ducation. The economic perspective questions how job requirements have 

changed, and asks what skills are cuuently in demand. Meauwhile, concems about higher 

ducation's societai d e ,  refines and redefines what universities are expected to deliver, 



and how they shodd tespond to ~'xrnomic changes (OECD, 1992,1993; UNESCO, 

1995). 

fiigher education's fundsmentai objectives arc king chaiienged. Universitics taday must 

hi a balance between putsuit of knowledge for its own sake and as a dict semce to 

society. The dichotomy lies "ùetween fostering generic skills and providing speciiic 

knowledge, between responding to the demands directiy expresd by the ernployment 

system and shaping the world of work proactively" (Teicbler, 1999a. p. 287). These 

decisions becorne increasingly diflticult when "employm overemphasize mech for skiiîs 

in short supply, genetal skills as weii as cornpetencies which are assessed directiy and 

elaborately in the sclection and recruitment process, [even when] these expectations . . . 
are inconsistent with their d û n e n t  and personnel policies" (Teichler, 1999a, p. 293). 

How c m  higher education find a balance between appropriate links to and distance h m  

the world of wotk? Even if the demand/supply questions above cm be met, other issues 

must k addressed, such as the tramfer of dcills and knowledge h m  higher education to 

the world of work. A ciuricuiurn is required ttiat develops 'key cornpetencies'- 

knowledge immediately usefiil for work. Needcd t m  is a more complex curriculum 

c o v d g  hi&-level imowlcdgc and cognitively csmplex tasks, to pnpare d e n t s  for 

mgoing profissional @ce. IdentifLing the fuhm tasks of graduates and the 

cornpetencies that empioyers wiil expect is difficult, Teichler (ibid) advocates constant 

communication between higher education and the world of work so tbat each can leam to 

read the sigoals ofthe othcr. Beyond communication, cooperation with industry couid 



assist higher education to expand beyond the restrictive h e w o r k  of classroom 

iastniction. 

A prevaiiing theme in curent policy debates sumuuding the nlationship between higher 

edwtion and employment, situates graduate employment as an indicator of institutionai 

performance. An institution's respomiveness is gauged by its ability to read labour 

market sigeals on the nature of h u e  jobs and training needs (de Weert, 1996). But 

institutions of higher education and employers disagree on the fom those signals should 

take. For example, one sector of the economy might demand university graduates with 

specialized knowledge, while another presents a requirement for generalized knowledge 

and practical skills. The institution's inability to respond to divergent and sometimes 

competing demands reduces its ability to satisfy either sector. 

But, economic changes alter what workers at aU ski11 levels need to know, how they wiil 

use what they know, and when they need to leam it. Using feded data on labour force 

activity in Canada and relative eamings by level of educational attainment, Riddell 

(1995) indicates that the decentraiized market economy has escalated employer demands 

for increasingly specialized skills and knowledge over the past 15 years. As a resulî, 

those with the requisite (professional) attributes have enjoyed increasing rewards, while 

those with limited or inappropriate skills (such as the social sciences, humanities and arts) 

have seen a lowering of relative eamings and employment. In other words, employers 

have become more selective. Faced with a substantial excess labour supply, ernployers 



scek to add value by screening potential employees for selective attributes beyond the 

basic skilis tequirad to perform a job. 

In much of the lit- reviewed to this point, the debates have focused around the 

univmity's role in providing programs and courses to equip pduates to take their place 

in the world of work. However, little attention was paid to the activity of learning that 

goes on in the programs and courses, and the wle of the univcrsity in providing a learning 

environment. To understaad the learning tbat takes place when co-op students' alteniate 

betwem the academic and workplace contexts of their program, we must turn to 

literature on contextualized learning. 

Conbxkralized Learning 

EngestrUm (1994) defines learning as "an active process of constructive sense-making" 

(p. 9). Studenîs constnict a picture of the world and fonn explanatory models of its 

different phenornena by "comlating and merging newly acquired materiai into theu 

ongoing activity and earlier constnictions" (p. 12). This consûwctivist perspective 

suggests that leamineas a cognitive hctia+is nmetheless context dependent. 

Internaiization becornes the bais of leaming. Contexnialized learning is the 

transformation of material actions into mental actions. 'Meanbgfbl' learning occm 

when new knowledge merges with and ûaasforms former knowledge, resulting in a 

higher quaiity of undetstanding. 

Contexnialized leamhg is said to lead to 'deep-level' l d g  (Marton et al., 1997). 

When educational program articulate betweai the ctassioom and the workplace, 



participants are able to accumulate leaming expiences in both contexts. But these 

experimces do not simply aggregate. Instead, through a ptocess of reflection-in-action, 

students begin to supplement previous, incomplete perceptions with more holistic 

understandings of how the world worlcs. These understandings are then intemalized as 

knowledge. The pmess of comparing intemalized perceptions with extemal stimuli is an 

individualiwd process, but certain strategiea have been identined to classi@ students' 

approaches to learning. 

Leaming Shtegios 

A leaming strategy, or conception, is a way of desctittiig how students appmach 

learning. Students bring dinéring concepiions of leamhg to c w p  education, based on 

previous experience. They m y  perceive leamhg as accurately reproducing information 

required by the tacher (suface-level learning) or, altematively, as a way of transforming 

information to achieve personal understanding (deeplevel leaming). According to 

Marton et al., (1997), surface-level leaming involves the storing of a myriad of individual 

fâcts to be recalled later for a test or some 0 t h ~  purpose. Deep-level learning takes place 

when the student attmpts to go ôeyoad the fads to search for holistic meanhg in the 

content. Superficially leamed facts are quickly forgotten, while assimilated constnicts 

connecteci to a meaningfiil whole petsevere. 

The literature categorizes these two basic appmches to learning in a number of ways. 

For Ausubel, Novak and Hanesian (1 978) the distinction is between 'rotey leamhg 

(memorization) and 'meaningful' learning. W n  and Siiljo (1976) contrast a 'deep 

appmach' (for personal undetstanding) to a 'staface approach' (for reproduction of 



information presented during a course). Svensson (1977) distinguishes between 

'atomistic' learning (discrete bits of information) and 'holistic' leaming (attempts to 

make sense of a concept in the Eramework of a larger context). Engestr6m (1994) argues 

that it is only in the move to 'investigative 1eaming'-where the leamer formulates a 

hypoîhesis based on previous experience, then tests and modifies it according to the 

result-that there is a transition h m  surfâce-level to deeplevel leaniing. Thw 

e d u c a t i o h e  accumulation of lcaming experiences-cm be differentiated by the 

context in which the learning cxperiences take place. And contextualized leaming is a 

critical component in the development of competence. 

Evidence supports the importance of context and the meaning it gives to learning. 

According to Brown, Collins, and Duguid (1989) the constituent parts of knowledge are a 

product of the activity and situations in which they are peoduced. Describing the role of 

peer interaction in enhancing, motivating, and c h e l l i n g  the choice of activities, Rogoff 

(1990) contends it leads to insightfiil solutions to unforeseen problems. Stmctured 

activities Like group work or in-class presentations, allow c o q  students to act as 

"important cognitive facilitators for one another" (Ragoff, p. 183). Coliaborative 

situations provide insûuctors with an opportunity to observe what students c m  do, what 

they actually do, and-as Vygotsky claims-what they can almost do. 

For Vygotsky (IWS), the acquisition of skills in the context of theu application 

represents a 'zone of proximal development.' He describes this as 'the distance between 

the actual developmental level as determinecl by independent problem solving and the 



level of potential development as dctennined through pmblem solving under adult 

guidance or in coUabot8tioa with more capable ptets" (1978, p. 86, emphasis added). 

This abstract ana is large at the b e g h h g  of the task since the leamer needs assistance to 

grasp new concepts. With assistance, the unie of proximal development shrinks: the 

leamer ne& less and less help with the tasic, moving eventuaily to a point of 

independence in the application oftbe skill. k u g h  repeated practice of workplace 

procedures and reflection on that practice, co-op students begin to acquire expert 

knowledge of a profession. Tbe concept of'hear peers" is also recognized as a powerfiil 

tool for learning in communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991); these are explored 

more M y  below. 

SiZualed Leaming and Communlües of Prsctfce. 

Theories of situated leaming focus on the relationship ôetween leaming and the social 

contexts where leamhg occurs (Lave & Wenger, 199 1 ; Wenger 1998). Lave and Wenger 

(1991) interpret l e d g  as a gradua1 and social process, where initial observation is 

followed by carefidiy orchestratcd processes of CO-patticipation-or Legitimate 

Periphed Participation. The responsibility for learning is mutual between novice and 

expert. R e c i p d  teaching and leaming occurs at individual tates. Novices assume 

responsibility for Ieaming by interacting with peers, and by parîicipating fully in the 

leaming experience. Situated leaming theory (SLT) provides a theoretical base for 

educational programs, like cosp, that include a workplace or experiential learning 

component. They also provide a l a s  through which to view the organization of the 

contemporary workplace, where activities are undertaken in communities ofpractice 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991). Wenger (1998) describes communities of ptgctice as groups that 



fonn and fimction as a unit to wotk on a patticular project after which they dissipate, with 

memben becoming part of new gtaups ouid projects. Adaptability to changing work 

enviroments, requirements, aud participants in both current and adjacent communities of 

practice is îhus an incteasingly important atûibute of workplace success. 

Theories of situated learning foreground the d e  of context-especially the tacitly 

understood and richly compücated context within which rhetorical transactions and social 

actions take place. Educationai institutions ate particular social and spatial contexts 

specific to leaming (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 40). But Fox (1999) argues that 'Yormal 

educational settings [are not] the only, or even most promising, places to study learning 

in practice" @ 2). Fox criticizes SLT for neglecting issues of power and inequality in 

communities ofpractice, proposing instead a ftamework based on Foucault and actor 

network theory. 

According to Fox (1999), Foucault argues that practices like situated leambg-in-action 

hevitably involve power relations: "power in this sense is immanent in knowledgeable 

technique, Le. practice itself as well as identity formation" (Fox, 1999, p. 6). Foucault's 

(1977) concept of disciplined and docile bodies describes this power and identity 

formation. Foucault argues that "A body is docile that may be subjected, used, 

transfonned and impmved." (1977, p. 136). Foucault uses the seventeenth century soldier 

as bis ideal of the dociie body (and monastries, annies, educational establishments, and 

wotkstiops as the sites of 'disciplining') to represent how, through "subtle coetcion" an 

"idhitesimal power" could be gained over the active body (p.137). Once control of the 



object was assuml superuision couid conceatmte on the ecoaomy and efficient 

organization of movcments tbrough "an unintemipted, constant coercion." It was this 

"meticulous control of the operations of the body", which produced 'docile bodies', that 

Foucault called 'disciplines' (Foucault 1977, p. 137). 

Meanwhile, Wenger (1998) contends that the negotiation of meaning is central to 

practice. But because practice inevitably involves power relations, Fox views Wenger's 

omission of it in favour of meaaing, as a central weakness of SLT's social 

constnrctionism. Lave (1993) notes that context can be viewed, social-theoretically as 

either pregiven or emergent. But, Fox (1999) points out that activity theory and critical 

theory arc more likely to view context as p g i v e n  than social consûuctionism, and 

dord  such macm social factors as class and gender, a prior existence within which 

studies of situated leamkg take place. According to Fox, for Foucault, macro social 

factors come into existence through local practices and force-relations. But, is that the 

Foucault (1 977) considers disciplinary power in the cantext of an "tegrated system" of 

contd and production: a system in which, due to the intense, mutine operation of 

surveillance and assessment, both coercion and consent feature pmminently. For power 

to be self-sustaining, it must produce and ieprodi~ce definitions of reality which the 

objects of this power come to see as nonnal. Thus, the moulding and integration of 'the 

individual' is a central part of the production of power. "Discipline," Foucault argues, 



%&es individuals; it is the specific technique of a power that regards individuais both as 

objects and as instruments of its exercise*' (1977, p. 170). 

In the cQntext of Fucadt's prison, this 4Lexercise" is designeci to be continuous and 

rclentless. Surveillance is the key technique, both of observation and normalization of 

behaviour: it integrates the individual within the prison system, "produciag" the pnsoner, 

whose idcal variant is highly cosperative and respansive to authoritics. This cwperation 

is essentially a combination of habituaîized, nocmalized féat of punishment and hope of 

reward. In the context of educatio~t-identifid by Foucault as one of the key sites of the 

babitualizing, normalizing exercise of disciplinary power-the ptimary techniques 

remain the deplopent of surveillance and the inducement of CO-operation, albeit in a 

less bnital and more nuanccd manncr. Whether in prison or education, integrated pwer 

is realized through surveillance and extended and guaranteed through caoperation. And in 

-and al1 such sitcs-'bassessment" combines and pmduces both. Assessrnent of 

students (in the form of grades as merit ôascd rewards), and facuity (in the form of 

institutionai evaluations) have traditionaiiy been a de6ning characteristic of the academy. 

Maintainhg and monitoring pmgrams like c o s p  requires considerable levels of both 

surveillance and consent. Cooperation is vital at each level, and within each context, as is 

"assessmenî," i.c. srniliame of its effectivcness. A dynamic is established wbich serves 

to integratc and service tht system. A %etwodf of power relations between and within 

each levcl of the program is ptoduced, and continually teproduce4 on the basis ofthe 

integration of those apparent polarities, surveillance aud coopemtion. For as Foucauit 



says, "although su~veillance rests on individuais, its funetionhg is that of a netwark of 

regulations h m  top to bottom, but also to a certain extent h m  bottom to top md 

Iaterally; this network %holds" the whde together and traverses it in its enthy  with 

effacts of power that derive h m  one another" (Foucault 1977, p. 176-7). Foucault's 

understanding of the capillaty effects of power is consistent with a view of context as 

emergeat through practical action. 

Another explanation of socialiy situated l d g  can be found in activity theory (cf 

Vygotsky, 1981; Engestrom, 1990). Activity theory pnsumes the starting point and 

primary objective of analysis ta bc the a d  process of intetaction in which human 

beings engage the world and each other (Berryman, 1993). The social mots of cognition 

are süessed, and the interaction between mind and behaviour is key. nius the basic unit 

of analysis is no longer the individual, "but the sociocultural activity, invoking active 

participation of people in socially constituted practices" (Rogoff, 1990, p. 14). 

Moore (1998) argues that there is a creative tension between "concepts of individual 

vmus comrnunity initiatives, premgatives, and responsibiiities in learning" (p 161). 1s 

the aim of the 1e-g experience to develop pragmatic returns, or to nurture the abstract 

symboiic mind? Is the individual the primary agent and beneficiary of cognitive 

development and learning, or the community? According to Moore, these questions 

represent a dialogue of dichotomies: between cognitive and situative th-; individual 

versus commmity; reductionistic versus systems approaches; and inductive v e m  

deduciive reasooiag. 



Research on situated leaming highiigbts the n d  to provide students with a real-world 

context for education and training, in order to m a r e  them for the world of work. Some 

individuals function weil only in the context in which they have leamxi to address the 

tasks expected of them, for example the classroom. EFoucault's notion of docile bodies, 

describeci above, provides an apt description of the mouidhg of cosp students into 

workplace pmfessionals, his concept of the 'examination' effectively defines the 

academic shaping of the CO-op student in the classroom. in describing the eighteenth 

century process of an apprenticeship, Foucault argues that "the examination did not 

simply mark tàe end of an apprenticeship; it was one of its permanent factors. It was 

woven into it tbrough a constantly rcpeated ritual of power" (Foucault, 1977, p. 186). 

The examination "enabled the teacher, N e  transmitting the knowledge, to transform his 

pupils into a whole field of knowledge" (the teaching of discipline-specific foundational 

knowledge). While the examination "guaraateed the movement of knowledge fiom the 

teacher to the pupil", it also "extracted h m  the pupil a knowledge destined and reserved 

for the teachei' (the replication or reproduction of codifieci knowledge). The schaal 

becsme "the place of elaboration for pedagogy" (Foucault, 1977, p. 186-7). The 

examination places individuais "in a field of surveill~ll~e'' and engages them in a "mass 

of documents that capture and fix themn (today sîudents are ranked and classified by 

academic grades and reports). 



%ood'' stuclents who bave becn adept at solving "textbk" problems in the classmm, 

may be ultimately unable to apply the solutions to analogous problems whcn they join the 

workforce, d e s s  they are given the opporhuiity to leam in the workplace as part of their 

studies. 

Leamhg fbr the WorkpIaco 

Higher education play a role in relation to the employment system, first by providing 

jobrelated knowledge and cornpetencies, and second, in pre-selecting students for future 

jobs, positions and ranks (Bre1111811, Kogan & Teichler, 1996). It plays this role whether it 

is pursuing autonomous educational objectives, responding reactively to presumed needs 

ofthe employment system, or pursuing proactive policies of shaping and innovathg in 

the employment system. How much different higher education systems are responsible 

for selection and training for employment varies considerably however. And one of the 

d e s  of univenity education is to equip students with skills that will allow them to 

continue leaming beyond graduation, whether in leaming how to obtain employment, or 

in learning to leam on the job. 

But employment opporhmities for graduates are not exclusively a function of either the 

educatim system or the employment system. Rather, bey derive firom the structural and 

ski11 linkages between the two systems. For example, Brennan et al., (1996) argue that 

"higher education is not directly relevant to employment through the kind of education 

and training it pvides, but thtough the ways students make use of these educational 

provisions" (p. 2). nie  mjority of U.S. research hdings indicate that "cornpetences 

aquired and subseqwnt professional successes are less shaped by institutional conditions 



and provisions thaa by the students' use of the institutional conditioas and provisions" 

@ m e t  al., 1996, p. 15). 

Employers have little interest in hiring graduates with only basic academic skills. To 

aquire new knowledge in today's workplace, employees must be able to recognize the 

limits of theu own knowledge. They must know how to ask germane questions that wiil 

mmedy knowledge gaps, and also be able to identm new sources of information. To 

equip students for the workplace, therefore, education must adopt effective learning and 

motivation strategies. Students need not only to leam but also how to apply what they 

leam appropriately in new situations. Traditional methods of teaching procedurai 

kuowledge (techniques, skills and abilities) must be enhanced with a variety of cognitive 

-ches in order to allow students to develop procedurmil knowledge and cognitive 

understanding concumntly. Pmgrams of education-like c w y t b a t  altemate between 

academic and workplace contexts rnaximize these two foms of learning and enable 

snidents to constnict meanin@ understanding through interpretive and experiential 

interactions with their social envitonment. 

Recalling Brennan et al.% (1996) argument that graduate success in the labour market is 

shaped l e s  by the institutional conditions and provision of education, than by the use 

students make of them, Rubenson and Schwtze (1994) suggest that, once on the job, "it 

is the sttategy of how to use the techology, not the technology itsell; that determines 

what kinds of SUS are needed and govems the employees' opportunities to develop their 

cornpetencies" (p. 101). F i  today need qualified workers as a "generalized, 



polyvalent, and flexible resomc," adaptable to a vaiety of différent work situations 

(Eagesttom et al., 1995). Rubenson and Schuetze (1994) point to a shift in employer 

prefietences; demand now is for employees with attitudinai characteristics such as 

diligence, attention to detail, and ability to work effectively in teams (Streek, 1989). 

There is a growing belief that skills (work qualifications) are best produceci where they 

are uscd-namcly at the workplace (Streek, 1989; M n ,  1994). 

While considerable tesearch has been conducted on classroom leaming and motivation 

for leaming, less is howu about informal learning in the workplace. For example, we 

still have a Limited understandimg of the skills and cornpetencies that constitute good 

work performance, and information on how they are acquired. What is the relationships 

between basic skills (the general skills of literacy, nurneracy, and problem solving) and 

job competence? What role does learning "on-the-job" play in the acquisition of the 

expertise necessary to move h m  novice to expert? Can students effectively transfer 

formal school-based instruction to situations in the workplace? To begin investigating 

these questions, and theù implications for CO-op students' learning, we turn to the 

litcranire on workplace leaming. 

Lesrning in the Workplace 

Workplace learning is the primary means by which most people acquire the jobtelated 

knowledge and skills to move forward in their cateecs. Econometric modeb show that 

fond education accounts for a 15 percent variation in Metirne eamings wbile workplace 

learning accounts for much of the remainder (Camevale et ai., 1990). Cognitive abilities 

developed through academic learning providc an important foundation for worlrplace 



leaming. However, the classmm is a poor substitute for the context-rich environments in 

which the application of knowledge and skills takes place. It is important to understand 

n d  d y  the different means by which leaming takes place, but dso the factors that 

enbance, mediate, or become barrien to effective leaming in the workplace. 

Learning by doing, and learning h m  experience are two of the primary ways that 

workplace learning occurs (Carnevale et al., 1990; Marsick & Watkins, 1990). However, 

different work sites produce diierent experiences for individuais. What are the common 

threads that link one experience to another? Can a particular experience of work shape 

the individual's knowledge of the world of work as a whole? 1s thete a d e  for workplace 

experience in student leankg? 1s the appropriate place for ski11 training the classroom or 

the workplace? In response to the last question, Hamilton and Hamilton (1997) argue that 

because workplacebased learning is a means of increasing stuâents' engagement in 

learning and preparing them for employment, it must be intentionally plmed. Simply 

placing students in the workplace and hoping they will l e m  does not coastitute 

workplace-based learaing, nor does readiig about work, or hearing about work in the 

clusroom. These activities may be helpfbl, but for workplace leamhg to occur the 

'experience' of work must take place in a location where the primary activity is 

produchg goods and services. Workplace-based leamhg can help students connect what 

they leam in schwl with what they need to know to earn a Living. Without wotkplace 

expenence, the ability to memorize abstract information and reproduce it on tests is of 

liîtie use in an era of rapid market change (cf Brown et al., 1989). 



When students encounter a ncw leamhg situation in the workplace they have an 

opportimity to compare contextual information with curiently held beliefs acquired in the 

classmm. This encounter might produce one of three outcomes (Enge-m, 1994; 

Johansson, Marton & Svensson, 1985). First? the new information provided by the 

situation might be accepted as forming a more plausible explanation of what is 

happening. In this case the new information alters existing information, and is then 

intemalized as the current explanation of why something happens the way it does. 

Second, the new information might be rejected. if it does not provide a better explanation 

of why something happens in a certain way, there is a reversion to existing beliefs. 

Finally, if the new information is neither readily accepted nor rejected, the student might 

experience a state of uncertainty (cognitive dissonance). This state prompts a semh for 

additional information to assist in decidiig how to deal with the new information, either 

by using a similar previous experience, or cues h m  the contextuai or social 

environment. This process of uncerîainty followed by a search for meaning enhances 

students' critical thinking skills, 

There is incrcasing empirical evidence that leaming, and motivation for leaming, are 

mediated by activities embedded in a context that makes sense and matters to the leamer. 

Scribner (1984) regards the environment not just as the context in which a problem is 

embedded, but as an active component of pmblem soiving. She focuses on how novices, 

with no specific knowlcdge of the workplace, graduaiiy becorne more expert as they 

h o m e  familiar with, and actively use, the work setting. The specific social, symbolic, 

technical, and materiai tesources available in the workplace enable novices to complete 



assigneci tasks with increasing success. Having mastered a task they can then begin to 

invent more efficient problem solutions, and share their problem-solving expertise with 

others. Today's workplace requires employees to operate within a number of domains of 

knowledge and practice. By engaging in trouble-shoothg sessions, novice workers are 

exposed to the glitches and problems ofthe workplace. Even ifthey remain as silent 

parhiers during these sessions, they come in contact with the intellecnial challenges of the 

work situation and the benefits of collaborative modes of probleai solving. 

The sharing of problem-solving experience is captured by Julian On's (1988) description 

of the "War stories" that photocopier repair technicians exchange to leam how to 

diagnose and solve non-routine problems. Tbese Stones become part of the "community 

memory of the technicians, in which they pceserve and circulate their hard won 

knowledge of machine arcana. ûther technicians called for purposes of consultation wüî 

b ~ g  their own recollections to bar, and a good memory will make one a popular 

tesource" (On, 1998 p. 4). The "War stories" are potent because they deal with machine 

and customer behaviour within the cuntext of a specifk situation. The setting and activity 

mutuaiiy create and change each oîher and in the process, problems are generated and 

resolvcd. As a result of such findings the value of informa1 and incidental leaming is 

receiviug increasing attention in the research litentute. 

Informal and Incidental Leaming 

Informai and incidentai learning c m  be defineci by contrasting them with formal leaming 

(Marsick & Watkins, 1990). The latter (formai leaming) is highly structured, 

institutionaiiy sponsored, and classmm-based; the former usually occurs in unsûuctured 



settings outside the classroom and is latgely under the coutml ofthe Iearner. This is not 

to imply that the workplac+one of the areas where much infbrmal leaming takes 

p l a c e 4  an ~t18tructured environment. Rather, it implies that informai l e d g  takes 

place in the normal course of daily events without a hi& degree of design or structure, 

Incidentai learning, on the other band "alrnost always takes place in everyday experience 

although people are not always consciow of it" (Marsick & Watkins, 1990, p. 12). For 

example, through a conversation with a mechanic recentiy 1 leamed the nature of the 

rather expensive repairs required for my car's brakes. This leaming was accomplished 

informally. The mechanic showed me the damaged parts while describing possible causes 

of the damage and outlining the danger of not replacing them. The incidental learning 

that took place was embedded in the interaction. The unspoken "message" 1 took away 

h m  the meeting-the incidental learning-was that 1 might avoid subsequent expenses 

if1 were to pay closer attention to a routine maintenance schedule. 

Leaming fiom and through experience is a centrai feature of infonnal and incidental 

leaming (Marsick & Watkins, 1990, p. 15). Thus the learning that occm in the 

workplace is infiwnced by the particular situation-the context-in which an incident 

happens. What we leam, and how we lem, is dependent on factors embedded in the 

context where the experience takes place. A similar type of incidental leaming occurs 

when a professional confiants a situation that falls outside the tepertoire of the 

profession's d e s ,  and the individual mut exercise judgement to resolve the situation 

(Schon, 1983). To exercise 'professional judgement' requins an individuai to "think 

like" a pmfcssional, and draw on ûackgrormd information or contextual learning. ScMn 



calls this reflection-in-action-the ability to deai with situations of '2uicertainty, 

insîability, uniquencss, and d u e  conflict" (p. 50). 

Raizen (1994) explores nsearch on fonns of situated learning that i i i  the acquisition of 

cognitive skills and knowledge with real world activities. Citing a study of US Air Force 

Tecbnicians (Lesgold et al., 1986 in Raizen, 1994, p. 73), she demonstrates how leaming 

fiom informal experience enables participants to create mental models of the equipment 

they are working with, and subsequently devetop a betîer understanding of how the 

equipment relates to the system as a whole. Raizen contends that for novices to become 

experts they must develop dective techniques and metaagnitive skills that allow them 

to organize salient information around central principies. They leam to use the context to 

structure problems and problem solutions. The most effective learning takes place 

thtough "situated activity," using %e physical environment and the tools it provides, the 

cosperative construction of lcnowledge among p u p s  of workers doing a common task, 

and the culture of the specific work community" (Raizen, 1994, p. 86). Such leaming 

experiences should 'cenculturate the leamer into the commm'ty of participants in a given 

domain or occupation, so that the individuai will corne to understand the physical, 

conceptuai, symboiic, and social tools of the community and their uses and will becomc a 

contributing and valued member" @. 98). 

Using research comparing the perforrrrrmce of experts and novices, and studies on 

leaming and tramfer, Donavan et al., (1 999) explore how students develop discipline- 

specfic competence. To develop such competeace, they argue, "students must (a) have a 



deep bundatim of fachial Imowledge, (b) understand fa& and idcas in the context of a 

conceptual framewotir, and (c) organize howledge in ways that facilitate rdrieval and 

apptication" (p. 13). Students must develop a deep understanding of the subject matter if 

they are to transfocm factual information into usable knowledge. Organizing information 

into a conceptual ûamework allows for p a t e r  'tcansfer,' enabling students to apply theu 

pcior knowledge to new situations and leam related information more quickly. In the 

development of discipline-specific competence, argue these authors, ''leamhg is 

influenced in fiuidamental ways by the context in which it takes place" (p. 22). They thus 

reinforce the concept of contextuaked learning discussed earlier. 

The primary concem of education is the development of the individual. Preparation for 

work is only one aspect of this development. Enculturation into a comrnunity of 

occupational or professionai experts is most readily accomplished where che occupation 

or profession is pcacticed-ii the workplace, not the classroom. Because experts rely 

heavily on tacit knowledge (Polanyi, 1967), leamhg h u g h  curriculum and pedagogy 

must be integrated with learning that links the acquisition of cogaitive skills and 

knowledge with activities in the rd-world of pmctice. 

Tacit Knowledge 

Polanyi's (1967) theory of tacit knowledge explains how individuals acquire and use 

knowledge. For Polanyi, knowledge exists in both static and dynamic forms (i.e. as 

knowtedge and howing). Every activity impties two different and m W y  exclusive 

levels on dimensions ofknowledge: focal knowledge and tacit knowledge. Focai 

knowledge understands the object or phenornenon of interest; tacit lmowledge 



manipulates the object or phenomenon. Polanyi argues that living in the world requins 

the ability to continualiy switch between tacit and focal knowing, in order to act or gather 

new knowledge. The process of hiowing provides iiagmentary ciues whicbwhen 

gathered into categories-can form patterns. These patterns contain theones, methods, 

feelings, values, and skills that can be used in ways that tradition, judges valid. 

Traditior+one of the central tenets in Polanyi's concept of knowledge-is a system of 

niles or norms extemal to the individual that govems how knowledge is transfened in a 

social context. 

While both novices and experts must follow d e s  and exemplars, experts rely on 

experience for m a h g  judgements in their work. Empirical evidence indiates that much 

of this experience is in the form of tacit knowledge, which cannot be ma& explicit 

through the use of laquage (Sternberg & Wagner, 1992; Wagner 1987; Wagner & 

Sternberg, 1985; Williams et al., 1993). in other words, experts know more than they c m  

tell. Once an expert masters the d e s  of a profession they confonn to the nonns-usually 

static-and change or extend the des-generally tacit-to deveiop solutions (Polanyi, 

1967). Parts of these solutions may then be articulated as 'niles-of-thumb' or 'work- 

arounds' for addressing ce& problerns. The sureness of action in dealing with a 

pmblem is a fundamentai expression of the expert's tacit kaowledge (Sternberg & 

Howath, 1999). The role of the professional expert or master is less to make tacit 

knowledge explicit, than to show the novice how experts do what they do. Novices in a 

community ofpcacîice gain their own tacit knowledge of practice through observation 

and imitation of the community's ways of talking, being, dealing with things, style and 



culture-al1 of which arc tacit. Wûile al1 am observable tbey w y  not necessatily al1 be 

explainable. 

Senge (1990), however, contends tûat tacit knowledge can be made explicit. He reminds 

us that wbile tacit howledge is embodied, reflection or catefiil observation may reveal 

patterns that can be experienced, expresse4 and descriW. For Senge this resembles a 

translation of one form of lmowledge into another. Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) call it 

"convenion." They argue that new knowledge is created when one type of knowledge is 

converted to another. This conversion cm be either tacit-to-tait (watching somebody 

perform a task, then dohg it); tacit-to-explicit (paforming a task, then explainhg it); or 

explicit to tacit (readiig about a task then performing it), The interaction between tacit 

and explicit in the creation of new knowledge is describecl as a spiral. Within an 

individual, explicit becomes tacit; then, with reflection and expression, tacit knowledge is 

tnuislated and crcates new knowledge-whether tacit or explicit-that others can share. 

In the traditional classtoom, however, stuâents are trained largely in an explicit-to- 

explicit ptocess (mding abut, thcn explaiaing) that rmly permits the development of 

tacit knowledge through practical expience. Educatiod programs, Like cosp, that 

ahemate between academic and workplace contexts help to overcome this impediient, 

aliowing students to constnict meaningful leaniing through interpretive and experiential 

interactions with their social environment. 



Summary 

The incnasing popularity of c w p  programs over the past two decades has stimulated 

interest in the outcornes attributed to cwp-such as rapid transition to the workplace, 

better starting salaries, and increascd job satisfaction. While reports of the ûenefits of CO- 

op continue to gmw, however, empiricai research into how those knefits are achieved 

does not appear to be keeping pace. Few studies are devoted to the process of CO-op, or 

what happens to students when they transit that pracess. 

There is litcle evidence on how students' expectations of c w p  are formed and the role 

that these expecîations play in the traasfonnation of students into skilled workers. There 

arc also gaps in curent knowledge about the theoretical and pedagogical foundations of 

c w p  education. Another area overlookcd in the c w p  literature is employability skills- 

how education and training are related to labour market outcornes. Lists of essential skills 

and campetencies deemed important fbr ernployability in the new economy have ken  

implemented as guides to labour market poiicy. At the same the ,  the relevance debate 

bas taken on a new sense of urgency fiamed in large part by tensions between the 

economy and higher education. 

In much of the CO-op litenturc, grade point average is wed as a proxy for learning, but 

little attention is given to the activity of learning itseit Yet empiricai evidence continues 

to mount in the higher education literature, indicating the importance of context and the 

meanhg that it gives to learning. Theories of situated leaming provide a theoretical base 

for ptograms, like cosp education, that include a component of workplace or experiential 
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lcarning. They also supply a lem dirough which to view the conditions of the workplace 

today. 

ln Chapter Four, immediately following, 1 explain my methodology. 



CHAPTER FOUR: 

METHODOLOGY 

The facus of this chapter is the methodological design of the research. &amination of the 

methodology sheds Ligbt on the thought processes embodied in the research frameworks I 

setected Ui my a p p m h  to the study. Choices of questions, how questions are asked, of 

whom they tue asked, and ahut what, are al1 manifestations of stances and idedogies 

that underlie a particula. research h e w o r k ,  The methodology that follows provides 

insight into how my thinking became operationalized duhg the planning of the study. 1 

present the concepts and assmptiona underlying my approach, and detail the data 

sources, data gathering meth&, procedures, data analysis, and interpretation procedures 

that arc used to conduct the study. 1 begin with a discussion of my speci6ications for the 

research site, programs, and participants. Next, 1 explain the study's sampling criteria, 

followed by a description and discussion of data collection procedures and constraining 

factors. Findly, 1 detail analysis procedures and review issues relating to the "soundness" 

of my study. 

Selection of R . ~ m h  Site, Piognms, and Participants 

Wbilc most univcrsitics and uaiversity coUeges in British Columbia affer c w p  

programs, 1 required an institution with a demonstrated cornmitment to c q  edwation. 

in order to con6ne my study within manageabb boimdaties 1 considered the relative 

importance of the following chatacteristics in selacting a shidy site: accessibility and ease 

of entry; range of programs and mfomiants h m  which to chose; and a potentiaily tich 



mix of processes and conssraining factors to stucly. M e r  prelimhaq investigation of a 

n u m k  of possible lmtiolls, 1 sclected the University of Victoria (UVic) as the most 

suitable site for my stuây. Once the study site was confirmed, planning for the study was 

conducted in four phases. 

The wide selection of c o s p  programs d Wic was a critical element in the selection of a 

study site, and in p l d g  the research. Since its inception in 1976 co-op at W i c  bas 

expandeci to encompass al1 8 Facuities: A r t s  d Science; Business; Education; 

Engineering; Fine Arts; Humrirr ruid Social Developrnent; Law; and ûraduate Shidies. It 

draws students h m  41 departments within those Faculties. One of my tint tash was to 

identifjr a representative group of CO-op programs to allow collection of a variety of data 

while, at the same time, restricting the number of programs in the sîudy to a manageable 

size. Four selection criteria were develqd to aid in natrowing my choices. First, I 

investigated how well a program was establishd Factors indicating sîability were the 

length of time the program had ben operating, and growth in placements over the years. 

Second, 1 determineci whether the program was a mandatory or voluntary -p. Third, I 

laoked for a cleariy dedined labour market for students completing the program. For 

example Enginee~g and Chemistry snidents have a defined labour market that they will 

enter when they graduate. Engineering students are likely ta k o m e  Engineen, aad 

Chemisûy students Chemists. Business and Geogaphy have more of a mixeci laùour 

market, and although there are denned aspects, there are oppomuiities for students in 

these pmgrams to enter positions tbat are not diit ly related to their field For example, a 

Business graduate might find employment in a number of industries, such as finauce, 



management, or the hospitality ouid service iadustry. Tbere are similar opportunities for 

Geography students to seek employment in a variety of industries. Fourth, did the 

program represent the structure of disciplinary programs established by Becher (1989). 

Becher (1989) presents a rationale for conceiving of academic disciplines as having 

recognizable identities and particular cuhural attributes. He points out that the 

professional language and üterature of a disciplinary group play a key d e  in establishg 

its cultural identity. Therefore, each of the acadeniic disciplines dehes its own identity 

and defends its own intellectual territory by employing a variety of devices to exclude 

those who do not display the cultural attributes ofthe discipline. Cultural attributes 

include the "traditions, customs, and practices, transmitted knowledge, beliefs, mords 

and d e s  of conduct, as well as their liaguistic and symbolic forms of communication 

and the meanings they s b "  (Becher, 1989, p. 24). To be admitted to membership in an 

academic discipline or profession, an individual must be able demonstrate not only 

sufncient levels of technical pmficieacy, but also knowledge of, and adherence to, 

discipliaary n o m .  An appreciation of how co-op students are inducted into a 

disciplinary culture is important to our undCrstanding of how the process of enculturation 

impacts CO-op students' experience. 

Socialization into a discipiinary cultute involves knowledge of the foundations of the 

discipline, and learning the history and legends of the particular discipline. History and 

legends are part ofwhat Boutdieu (1997) refers to as social capital that one inherits by 

aquiring membership in a disciplinary community. Novices are immersed in the folklore 



of the practicc as weU as cades of accepted conduct, which conditions the way they see 

the world. This contextuai immersion is wbat Snyder (1971) calls the hidden cuniculum. 

Co-op students wishing to become a member of a disciplinary profession mwt l e m  to 

comply with its fiuidamcntal culturai des .  

Becher (1989, p. 12), drawing on the work of Biglan (1973) and Kolb (1981) devised a 

usefid heuristic model for classiQing academic disciplines into a four-fold typology. 

Becher identifies four main categories of knowledge domaias that underpin academic 

disciplinary cultures: hadpure, hadapplied, satt/pure, and soWapplied. In the hard/pure 

quadrant are the nanual sciences and mathematics, while the hdapplied quadrant 

contains the science-based professions, The soft applied quadrant encompasses the social 

professions, and the soft pure includes the humanities and social sciences. 

By chming a representative program h m  each of these four disciplinary cultures, I am 

able to study a range of cosp student experiences, while containhg the research within 

manageable limits for a PhD. dissertation project. Figure 2 illustrates the c w p  program 

selected to fit my own criteria, and Becher's model. 



Figure 1: Cosp prognms selecttd 

Hard Pure 

CBEMISTRY COIOP 
established 1977 

1 O0 placements (96'97) 
voluntary CO-op 

defined labour market 

Hard Applied 

ENGINEERING COIOP 

estab lished 1983 
591 placements (96/97) 

mandatory CO-op 
defined labour market 

Soft Pure 

GEOGRAPHY Cû-ûP 

estab lished 1978 
2 1 O placements (96/97) 

voluntary CO-op 
mixed labour market 

Soft Applied 

BUSINESS COlOP 

establbhed 1990 
548 placements (96/9 7) 

mandatory CO-op 
mixed labour market 

Justification 

Despite suggestions to the contrary (Allen, 1996; 1997), much of the current debate 

surrouading relevance of University education concems the inability of university 

graduates to secure meaningfiil employment upon graduation. To address this concem, 

and to investigate the possible ameliorative d e  of c w p  education, 1 chose to include 

four programs in my study. The Geography c w p  program cepresents a sotIlpure 

discipiinary culture. Geopphy began placing students in c w p  pmgrams in 1978t79; it 

is one of the oldest co-op programs at Wic. With approximately 200 student placements 

pet year and a diverse amy of employen it is also one ofthe lstger non-mandatory 

programs. Geopphy was a co-op program in the Division of Social Sciences wfiich best 



fit the selection criteria. The second program was h m  the faculty of Science. Science 

facdties were the fint to inûoduce a c w p  component to their academic programs. One 

of the first cosp programs developed at W i c  was in Chemistry; it is stiü very active 

with placements of 100 students in 1996197. Its inclusion in my study p d d e s  a 

histocical context to c w p  at W i c  and cepcesents a hardlpure disciplinary culture. The 

third program selected, Engineering, is a professional program with a mandatory cosp. It 

provides a different perspective h m  the previous two. By its third year of opecation 

Engineering achieved the highest number of placements of any CO-op program and 

continues tbis rank with 591 placements in the 1996197 academic year. Another 

mandatory program was aeeded to provide a balanced cornparison. Business met al1 the 

selection criteria and pmvided an example of a softlapplied, mandatory CO-op. 

However, 1 was concerneci that these four selections appeaced to give hadequate 

representation to Arts. While the Arts cosp met al1 the critena for selection (e.g., 

established 1987; 104 placements [1996/97]; voluntary; loosely d e W  labour market) it 

represents 18 departments in the Faculty of Fine Arts ancl the emerging Faculty of 

Humanities. nierefore, it would have been difficult to select a single program that would 

adequately cepcesent the diversity of departments. For Arts to be included in the study, it 

wodd need to be considemi as a sepatate case study, in and of itself. Cost and time 

comtnhts helped in the decision to resüict the number of participant to the four p u p s  

identined in Figure 1 above. 



Seledion of Methods and Participants 

Methods of data collection affect how participants are selected for a study. 1 chose a case 

study method (Merriam, 1988; Stake, 1995; Yi, 1994), with four nested levels: 1) the 

University of Victoria as the first level; 2) the cosp department as the second level; 3) 

the four individual programs selected for the study comprise the third level and; 4) the 

cosp studenta 

Muse Two: 

1 are the unit of analysis for the final level (see Figure 3). 

Figure 2: Ncsted Case Study 

University of Victoria 

Co-op Department 

[iiiiz] 

Refining the Problem und Initial Explorations 

My preliminary investigations involved an examination of the cosp and higher education 

litentutes, and discussions with a number of cosp students about their experience. At 

tbis stage the nsearch problem became clear. How, on the one han& to explah the 

bencficial outcomes of CO-op enurnerateci in the literature and, on the other haad, to 

situate these outcomes within the dcbates surroundhg the relevance of higher education. 



During the fidl of 1996, i began a systematic s M y  of CO-op education at W i c  based on 

both primary and secondary SOU~CCS. Exploratory interviews with key Uiformants £rom 

the university and examination ofwritten and electronic materials aiiowed me to sharpen 

and refhe the research problem, Additional knowledge and insight gained during this 

period shaped the design for the next phase of the study, which utilized survey methods 

and a sample of students in UVic's cosp programs. 

Phase Thme: Design of îhe Study and Sempllng Sbetegy 

During the spcing of 1997, the vital tasks of gaining consents and ethical clearauces were 

accomplished. Over this period, a survey mstniment was constmctcd, pilot tested and 

revised. Mer  a series of pilot-tests it was administered to a representative sample of co- 

op students at Wic. Development ofthe student survey is d&bed later in this chapter. 

1 arranged to interview a sample of senior University administrators, faculty, cosp 

coordinators, and CO-op studeats in order to generate interptetive material for d y s i s .  

Data h m  the survey and interviews were coUectad during the winter of 1997-98. 

The suwey and intewiew questions were designed ta produce data bearing on the factors 

and variables my preliminary investigations suggested might be relevant to an 

understanding of the nature and process ofcosp education. Students were asked about 

their background and pte-enrollment employment history, reasons for emliing in 

University, satisfiiction with delivery of courses, integration of coursework and work 

experience, goals, and expectations for fuSure career. 



'The student survey was administered to both c o q  and non-cosp students. n ie  decision 

to administer the student survey to both at once was practicd and logistical. The survey 

was administered during class time and therefore required the support and assistance of 

the coordinators and facdty. In order to facilitate the administration of the survey, 1 met 

fint with the Casp Director, and subsqucntiy with the co-op coordinators h m  each 

program a m  under cons ide ratio^. It was the consensus that because the classes contain 

both co-op and non-cwp students, it wouid be ditlticdt to adminider the s w e y  only to 

the c w p  students. It was agreed that ail students in the selected classes be surveyed, but 

that only c w p  students be intervieweci. 

This strategy was a practical way of collecting data during class tirne, which might also 

be usefiil in helping me develop a more complete picture of cmp.  Documentary 

anaiysis, observations, and bath fonnal and informal interviews comprised the major 

modes of data collection. The latter were particularly relevant for W e r i n g  my 

understandhg of how the p m s s  of CO-op ducation leads to its reported outcornes. 

My sampliig strategy was purposeful sampling foiiowing Patton (199û), or what 

Lecompte and Priessle (1993) refer to as criterion-based selection, Using this strategy, 

particular settings, persons or events are selected deliberately in order to provide 

important information that might not be obtained h m  otber sources. In other words, 

where quired, 1 selected people who were able to be informative because of theu 



compreheasive knowledge of, or involvement Ath, c c q  education, thereby assisting me 

in h d h g  m e r s  to my reseatch questions. 

Participants selected for interviews represented the four wastituencies of the study: the 

institution; co-op department; selected cosp  programs; and the students within these 

programs. C w p  policy was documenteci wing univenity documents and analysis of 

intemiews with senior members of the abinidration (n=7). These individuah provided 

information that helped me understand the context within which the study tmk place. 1 

conducted informal interviews with fiacuity (n=27), the Assistant Directof of C w p  

(n=l), and cadp coordinators (n=6) to determine whether they share an institutional 

perception of the role and function of cosp  education, and its situation in the university 

structure. This background information combined with the results of interviews with co- 

op students (n=45), aliows me to begin to answer the fht research question: 'how do co- 

op students perceive leaming and work?' In-depth interviews with c w p  students, helps 

me understand the second question 'bow do students make meaning of their c w p  

experience? 

Ovewiew of the Stages of Data Collection 

Prior to data collection 1 met with the coardinators of the cadp programs under 

consideration. 1 previewed the study with them and discussed timing and data collection 

methods. My purpose was to solicit thei. assistance in conducting the study by having 



tbem act points ofnfmnce to *ch 1 wuid ntran as the study prognssed By 

establishing these relationships d y  on 1 was able to limit the number of tirne- 

consuming culde-sacs eacountmd during data gathcring. The wotdinators becamc key 

informants for my stiPdy, and as m h  playcd a valuable mle in the reseatch. For exarnple, 

coordinators were instnunental in negotiatim with faculty  ors to aiiow 

Administration of the student survey. They alsa met with c o q  faculty Mson 

representatives to ensure that the survey could be conducted dudg regular class time. 

When investigating bow participation by the engineering fa~uity could be negotiated it 

becamc clear that in Engiaeering it would be beneficial to survey d l  thrce sections 

(mechanical engiaeering, electrical and eomputer engheeting, and computer science). 

The reasons for this were twofold: first, by including the computer science component it 

levered the involvement of the der two sections; and second, the cornputer science 

section of engineering is a voluntary CO-op. As describeci in the ptevious example of 

classes containhg both CO-op and non-CO-op students, the survey was administered to the 

selected engineering classes but only students h m  the mdatory sections wouid be 

interviewed. In tbis way the inttgrity of the matrix, cietailecl above, was maintained and 

any compdsons made rue within, and h e m ,  the mandatory (business and 

engineering) ad the voluntary (chemistry and geography) c o q  pmgrams. 

Throughout the study, 1 d u c t e d  infimnai as well as formai interviews with 

administrators, teaching fiiculty, and cootdinatots which provided information on intemal 

and extemal factors affecthg the University in general, and the co-op program in 



paaicdar. This helped me establish the dversity context for the study. I abtained 

permission to conâuct in-ciass obscrvatioas of tach of the classes 1 subseqtmtly 

survcyed, to gain insi&ts into the classraom context. 

ùiitially, in-class observations were mducteâ one week prior to administration of the 

shident suwey. Each observation would culminate with a cequest for an informal 

interview with the instnictor afîer class, This appmach was reamnably successful, but 

there was some hesitaacy of hculty to provide time for interviews. Due to t h e  

constrsints on my part, and concern by faculty about my visits to class on two subsequent 

occasiom-once fPr observation, and secondly to admimister the survey+specially 

during the busy t h e  approachhg cxams, this appoach was mised near the end of the 

study's ntst wave. A compromise strategy-whmby 1 combii the in-class obsematioo 

and student survey into one visit-was agreed upon and pmved both efticient and 

effective during the second wave of the study. I observeci a selected class during regular 

class time and duhg tbe last 20 minutes of class the instnictor would turn the class over 

to me to administer the survey. An unintended ben& of this arrangement was that it 

allowed me to engage instructors in conversation about my siudy and their teaching while 

the studenîs completed the survey questionnaim. This Uiitiai ' c las~t~~rn conversation' 

inevitably 14 to an offer ta continue the conversation aAer the class was dismissecl, or at 

a later scheduled the .  This alleviated an eartier problcm where 1 experienced a hesitaucy 

of facuity to commit time for interviews. Coplsequently, 1 was able to artange facuity 

interviews directly without having to seek assistance h m  the cosp coordinators. The 

subsequent interviews were celaxed and the fiiculty appeared more forthcornhg in 



nsponding to questions. These inttnriews also generated interest in my stuây and a 

number of faculty members followed up with me to sec how the study was progressing. 1 

now describe the data collection in gnatet detd to makc my reasons for selecting 

specific procedures explicit. 

Metho& of Investigation 

Findings detived h m  more than one method of investigation and multiple sources of 

evidence allow for the development of converging lines of inquiry (Yii, 1994 p. 92) 

rcsuiting in triangulation of data sources and perspectives. With trimgdation, potential 

problems of constmt validity are adhseâ, because multiple sources of evidence 

essentially provide multiple masures ofthe same phenornenoa. Thus, a more complete 

pichire of the phenornenon of CO-op is obtained which is likely to be viewed with greater 

confidence and allow a greater claim to validity to be made. 

In addition to the collection of documentary evidence, the research was designed as a 

two-phase study. The first phase consisted of a survey of a select group of d e n t s  at 

Wic, some of whom were cosp students and some who were not, for the purpose of 

iden-g potential interviewees, as well as to mer basic sarisfaction and demopphic 

data about the students. As well, data coiiected h m  c m p  students participating in the 

survey was subsquently used to cornborate stateamts made by students participating in 

in-depth interviews, and also attests to the construct validity of the sutvey instrument. 

The decision to use a two-phase design is based, in part, on my own constructivist belief 

that cooperative ducation, like all education, is developmental and evolutionary, and 
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also, in part, on the belief that data tesuithg h m  these efforts will allow for a more in- 

depth understanding of the codp process and how students make mcaning of their 

experience of the program. 1 a g m  with Mibs and Huberman (l994), that researchers 

stfking to investigate what "goes onn in education shouid iaclude data coliection 

methods that focus on naturaily occurriag, ordinary events in their natural settings. I 

chose this study design and method of data collection because the student s w e y  allows 

me to collect demographic data on a large number of participants, and interviews because 

meaning is central to discovering the individual's perceptions of the co-op program. 

The Student Survey 

A survey instrument was constmted for this study by adapting questions fiom proven 

survey instruments (A copy of the questionnaire can be forind in Appendii C). The 

following instruments were consulted during the construction of the student survey 

questionnaire: (1) The National Apprenficed Trades Suwey (NAT), a survey conducted 

by Statistics Canada for Human Resoiuces Development Canada, # STCiETC 180- 

75019; (2) Extending the Map of Llnderstanding Student Success (MUSS), a survey of 

UBC students conducted by Leslcy Andres (1997); and (3) the 1992 Survey of 1990 

Graduates, (NGS), a national survey conducted by Statisîics Canada, Cat. No. 81-003 

Vol.1 N0.2. The 1992 s w e y  was the huah rime in the last fifteen Yeats that the NGS 

was conducted. In 1992 questions were addcd to determine graduates satisfaction with 

the delivery of their program and to assess how weii programs pmvided them with skills 

and lmowledge of job opporhmities in their field. 



Questions h m  each of the above souras wen adajtted and supplementeâ where 

necessary to construct the student survey for my study. For example: questions relating to 

'nasom for enrolling' were adapted h m  NGS, MUSS, and supplemental questions were 

constnicted h m  p d e s  of d e n t  enrollment at Wic. Questions on student telocation 

'to attend Wic' were consûucted to provide information on the student body at Wic,  to 

reflect the importance of the geograpbic location and reputation of the university, and test 

intcrnal reports that indicate that W i c  attracts a large numbet of rurai students. 

Questions on 'employment between hi& school and University' were adapted flom NAT 

and are included to reflect prior work cxperience. This is important in attempting to 

calculate the impact of the c w p  work term. Questions on relevmce of 'previous work 

experience' were adapted h m  MUSS, NGS and supplemented with constmcted 

questions. 

Questions on student 'satisfaction with delivery of courses' were adapted h m  NGS and 

NAT. Questions on 'skills development' were adapted h m  the NGS and supplemented 

by questions on te=-work, leadership, and specific job skills which were constnicted 

h m  the literature on employment skills and nflect employer demands. Questions on 

'knowledge provision' and 'opportunitics' wen adaptai h m  NGS and NAT. Questions 

on CO-op students' 'satisfhction with the work terni' are adapted h m  îhe in-school 

training and on-the-job training sections of NAT. Choice of 'undergraduate program and 

part-tirne employment' questions were adapted h m  MUSS. Fialiy, questions on 'fiitute 

plans' were constnicted to pmvide i n f i i o n  on students' career aspirations, while 

questions of 'tetrospective choice' were adapted h m  NGS. 



Demographic questions-age, length of tirne in Canada, citizenship, and gender-wece 

adapted h m  NGS, W S S ,  and a survey instrument developed by Fisher and Echols 

(1998). Categodes of ethnicity were dcawn h m  NAT, and categories of parents' 

employment were adaptcd h m  The Natiod Occupations Classification (NOC), These 

categories alhw me to apprcciate the range of characteristics ofstudents enrolled in co- 

op education. A cobured insert in the survey questionnaire requested M e r  participation 

in the study and included space for students to provide personai contact information. 

Three questions requested information on whether or not the individual was enrolled in a 

c w p  program, length of t h e  in the program, and the numbct of completed work terms. 

This information was useful in selecting students for indepth intemiews. 

Pilot Tmting the Sunrsy Quetronnaim 

The questionnaire was pilot-tested at thtee levels befm it was considered appropriate for 

use. nie fint level consisted of meeting individually in August 1997 with three 

undergraduate studenis. Two were in cosp (Geography and Cbemistry) but would not be 

part of the in-class survey because they would be out on a cosp work tenn when the 

survey was administered; one was not in cwp.  Each was asked to complete the 

questionmice then discuss the wording and perceived meaning of &e questions. The 

pirrpose of pilot-t&g the questions at this level was to ensure that the wotding was 

appropriate for students at the undetgraduate level, and to ensure that the meanings were 

unambiguous. 'Ibese threc initial tests were conducted in my office, and each was tape- 

rewded. 1 began each session with a bief introduction ofthe purpose ofthe cesearch, a 



contirmation of their williugness to participate, and an assurance that the student would 

not discuss the questions with Hends prior to the conduct of the s m y .  

Participants were asked to complete the questionnaire, and be prepared to subsequently 

discws their impressions of the questions with me. Each was seated at a desk in my 

office, where 1 had placed a microphone connected to a tape recorder, and provided with 

a copy of the proposed questionnaire. Stuâents were asked to read the questions out loud 

and debate with themselves on wbat each was asking. They were to indicate verbally 

whethcr the wordiing and the meaning of the questions were clear and understandable. To 

make them cornfortable in this exercise 1 left tbe office and closed the door so they would 

not be àisturbed. When the students had completed the questionnaire 1 discussed each 

question with them to gather suggestions as to wording and possible inclusion or 

exclusion of questions or topics. 

The second pilot-test was conducted at Wic ôetween September 15 and 19, 1997.1 met 

with the coordinators of the Chemistry, Engineering, Business, and Geography programs 

to request assistance in locating students, both cosp and non-coq, who could assist me 

with the pilot-testing of the quesiionmire. I briefly revicwed the purpose of the study and 

the need to pilot-test the survey questionmire with undergraduate students h m  various 

levels of each program, ensuring that the d e n t s  who took part in the pilot-test would 

not be drawn fiom the classes that would subsequently be administered the survey. 

Volunteers were located to compIete the mvcy quesiionnaire as follows: six Chemistry 

students were selected repcaeuting the three pars under consideration (4 were c w p  



students and 2 were non-cmp, two fendes and four males); three male students fiom 

Engincering (two third-year, and one fourth-year); two females h m  Geography (tbùd 

and fourth-year); and four Business studcnts (two females and two d e s )  h m  third, and 

fourth-year. 

Students in Engineering and Geography completed the pilot test of the instrument 

individuaiiy, but those in Chemistry and Business conducteâ the pilot-test as a group. 

Each test began with an explanation of what the students should do in tenns of dtiquing 

the questionnaire and pmviding me on-going feed-back as they completed the questions. 

1 attempted to tape-record the initial pilot-tests but found that this was not entirely 

successful, as students seemed inhibited by the presence of the tape-recorder. 1 

abandoncd it and instead engaged in discussion with students and took scratch notes of 

theu suggestions. 1 tested Chemistry students in succession at the labbench in three 

different chemisûy labs. Engineering and Geography students were tested in the CO-op 

Library and Business students were tested in a vacant classmm in the Commerce 

building. 

The students were enthusiastic about participating in the pilot-test and didn't seem to 

mind tbat 1 was taking up about 40 minutes of their tirne. Students were candid in their 

appraisal of the questions. Two of the participants volunteered to be intewiewed as part 

of the study. Not wmting to disappoint them by denying them an opportunity to tell their 

story 1 explained that i n t e~ews  would not take place until next semester (possibly in 

February) and as luck would have it they would be out on a work-assignrnent. 1 dowed 



them to give me theu names and e-mail addnsses in the event that 1 might later want to 

i n t e ~ e w  students who are not involved in the saidy to corroborate certain idormation 

pmvided by those in my sample. 

As a result of the second pilot-test changes were made to the wording of Question 5, 

regarding family ongin, and a sub-question was acideci to Question 13 regarding 

satisfaction with course availability. The words "outside of clam the"  added to Question 

13, sub-question (b) regardiig access to Uistn#:tors. Changes were also made to Question 

11 to impmve text flow. 

The third pilot-test was pre-arranged and conducted wiîb eight undergraduate students (2 

students h m  each of the four pmgrams in the study) in a classroom at UVic on 

November 4, 1997. This pilot test was done to simulate the subsequent administration of 

the survey. Beyond getting snident feedback it allowed me to accurately gauge the 

amount of t h e  required to cornpletc the questionnaire. When students were intervieweci 

subsequently they expresseci no difacuity ia nading or understanding the questions. Two 

of the stuclent suggestcd they felt d e d  in complethg the questionnaire. This pmmpted 

me to extend the t h e  requind h r  completion h m  ten minutes to fifteen. This was the 

amount of time negotiated with instnictors whcn the smey  was subsequently 

administercd. 



Foilowing piiot testing the final survey instrument used to coUcct data on snident 

dcmographics and leveis of studcnt satisfaction with various aspects of tbeir m o p  

program consisted of 22 questions (sec Appeadix C). 

Survey Data 

A student survey was wed to collect demographics and data on levels of student 

satisfaction with aspects of selected programs (see Appendix C). The swey  

questionnaire contained 22 items divided into five categories. See Table 1. 

Table 1: Tbe Survey Questionnaire 
Information ColkcGd QuWlom 

Part A Backgiwnd Informaiion 1 6  
Part B ~ea&s  for Enrdling 7-1 2 
Part C Saîisfaetion with University Courses 13-14 
Part O* Saasfadion with Cosp Program 15-18 
Part E Future Plans 19-22 

For non-awp rtuknfs, thh Scecica wu& infOrrrmiaa an pnrtiimt wak 

Parts A and B requested background demographic iaformation and remns for enrolling 

at the University of Victoria. Part C focused on student satisfaction with courses and to 

w b t  extent they believcd their courses provided ski11 development, knowledge, and 

career opporhinities. Part D questioned co-op students on k i r  satisfaction with the co-op 

prognim, while Part E explorai students' plans for the future. ûther than specinc yedno 

questions, respondents were able to rate their replies on a 4 p i n t  Lirt-type scale. 

FoUowing the development of a codebook, individual survey responses were coded and 

entered into an SPSS program for later analysis. Write-in answers were quantifie4 coded, 

and entered as numerical data. 

od t4 The student survey was dministered to selected classes of 2 , 3  and 4' year students 

(both cosp  and nonîosp) in Business, Chemistry, Engineering, and Geography. 

109 



Table 2 : Patdeipaaîa in Each Year of Progrrm Surveyed 
Y w  3" 4" TOM 

7 7 

m r a p h y  nla 84 91 1 75 
Total 292 456 264 1012 

Ccwp program operate on a four-month rotation (faur months in class followed by four 

month on a cosp  work-term). Tberefm, in order to capture students away h m  the 

university on work tenns, the survey was conducted in two waves. The first wave was 

cwducted in November and Decemk 1997, with the second in Mmh and April1998. 

Foiiowing in-class observations the student survey was administered to: Business (n=12 

classes), Chemistry (n=5 classes), Engineering (n=6 classes) and Geography (n=4 

classes). 

Along with demographic idonnation, hckgtound wo* expcrience, reasons for enrollhg 

in University, and satisfaction with certain compnmts of the Lmiversity experience, 

studcnts were also able to volunteer for an interview. The survey was administered during 

reguiar class time and collected ditectly. Compfetod q u e s t i e  were placed in one 

envelope and volunteer tecruitment forms in d e r .  The separation of the two parts of 

the s w e y  pmtected anonymity of çtudent respondents. Of the 1,040 suvey forms 

distributeci, a total of 1012 were retumed complete and usable, for an adjusted completion 

rate of97.3 percent, This provided a samp1e sue f'or my study of 1012 d e n t s  (737 co- 

op, and 275 non-cosp studenîs). 



'Ihe focw of this study is the co-q shidents' experitncc, thetefore, ody codp student 

nspwses are reporteci. Table 3 indicates the number of c a d p  shidmts who participateci 

in the study by year in the program. 

Table 3: Cosp prdhipanb by year of program 

Year 2"" 3" 4" Total 
Proaram 
Susinesa 1 26 1 07 91 324 
Chet~~ktry 10 43 12 65 
Engineering 74 169 52 285 
Geography nia 21 32 53 
TOM 210 340 187 737 
oWioQini~fiadùi$iTycr~yctrrswith8rcpn#n#iwnumkrob 
coop ~ w h o h d ~ o m p k i s d a w a k ~ n i . a a l y 3 ~ n d 4 ' y c ~ ~ m i c s u m y c d  

FoUowiag administrati 
. . 'on of the survey in each wave, indcpth in te~ews,  lasting h m  

one to two hours, were w n d d  with students selected h m  the four pgrams 

(Business, n=16; Chemistry, n=7; Geography, n=8; and Engineering, n=14). Intendews 

were conducted at various locations on the UVic campus or at the shident's place of 

work. InteMewees, who volunteered when compleîhg the d e n t  survey, were selected 

accordhg to the following criteria: c o s p  program area, nuruber of years in the program, 

number of work-terms complcted, and gender. In using these critena for seldon,  my 

intention was not to obtain a sample of participants that in any way could be purported to 

represent the wi&r population ofcosp students. Mead, it was intended to help me 

appreciate the diverse nature of a group of leamers who had chosen to mli in cosp 

prognuns. 1 was interested in whether students fiom different backgrounds had different 

aüitudes and approaches to CO-op education. 

Interviews were also conducted with the hstructors of each ofthe twenty-seven classes 

surveyed to provide insights into the classroom COiltext, and with c w p  coordinators 



h m  each ofthe programs studied, the Assistant Director of C o q  Pmgrams, d senior 

administrators b m  the University. 

Representativeness of the Sample 

Of the total population of undergraduate c w p  students (n=2789) enroiled at Wic  in the 

1997 winter session, 17 13 cosp students (61%) were enrolled in the four programs under 

study: Business (n=739); Chemistry (n=85); Engineering (n=698); and Geography 

(n=191) (see Appendix A). My sample of 737 cosp students, iherefore, reptesents 43 

percent of the total target population of c w p  students in these four programs. My sample 

contains 44 percent of the total population of Business students, 77 percent of Chemistry 

students, 42 percent of Engineering students, and 28 percent of Geography students 

enroiied in codp at UVic during winter session 1997. 

Reprcseniativeness of the shidy sample was confirmeci through a comparison of my 

sample of CO-op students with the 1998 W i c  Undergraduate Student Survey (UVic, 

1999), design4 by the Office of Iastitutional Rescarch in collaboration with the 

academic and administrative departments. The survey selected sixty-eight course 

sections to provide a reprcsentative cross-section of students in al1 faculties and years of 

study. nie  survey was self-administered by students between January 30 and February 

24,1998. A total of 2086 completdusable responses were received for an 80% tesponse 

rate. As can be seen fiom Table 4, the c w p  students in my sample are representative of 



the population of students surveyed by W i c  in terms of origins, gender, age a d  work 

Table 4: Cornparison of my Sample with the Wic Undergraduate popuiation 
MY &mpk (nW37) ü V k  SImpk (ni2W6) 

U V i c c f a ~ ~ y e d  (nr27) (-3) 
~ u m c ~ o p ~ t s I h w n ?  
v-8 32% 26% 
L m  Mainiand 19% 21% 
El8ewhem in BC 35% 31 % 
Out8ide BC 9% 1 7% 
OubidsCmdr 5% 6% 
Gen& M8k = 66%; Fernale = 34% Male = 63%; Femle = 37% 
Am 
la20 ymn 26% 24% 
21 -24 pin 60% 58% 

(25' -1 14% 20% 
-fi- 
W O r k b a f o m ~ n ~ ü V i c  58% 76% 

Interview data 

Perceptions of co-op stakeholders were determined through in-depth interviews d 

analysis of documents. Informal interviews were conducted with faculty afier 

administering the student survey to their class. These interviews were conducted in a 

variety of settings includiig the classmms, faculty offices, and on several occasions at 

the Facuity Club over lunch. Similar questions were asked of each in an attempt to 

determine faculty perceptions of co-op. These interviews were not tape-recorded but 

notes wcrt taken. Where this was inappropriate (cg. the Faculty Club), 1 r e c m e d  

the information as soon as possible after the intenriew. Along with faculty interviews, I 

also conducted informal in te~ews  with c w p  staff £tom the Director's office, and cosp 

students who were undertaking a work term in the Director's office. 

Each formal (in-dcpth) interview was tape recorded and transcriùed vetbatim. The 

tnuiscriptim was checked against the recording, and amended where necessary for 



accuracy. Attempts were made to nmove persona1 identitiers h m  the ûanscripts to 

ensure anonymity of interviewees, and alphanumeric codes and pseudonyms were 

applied. Transcribed interview data was entered into a qualitative database and coded 

using Atlas.ti soAware. Students were contacted once transcription was complete and 

offered an opportunity to review the ûanscripts for accuracy. Although 1 returned copies 

to al1 interviewees h m  the Ist wave of interviews, there was a low response rate (20 

percent) h m  them on follow up. These respondents wished to provide additional 

information where they felt they had not completely answered a question. Additional 

comments were transmitted to me verbally. 1 wrote them dowa in the margin of the 

respective trmripts for consideration during analysis. Most students, however, appeared 

content to just receive a copy of the transcript and did not question the transcription. 

Becawe of the amouat of t h e  involved in trying to get students to review and comment 

on üanscripts, during the second wave of indepth interviews 1 asked participants if they 

would be willing to review and comment on a copy of the transcript of their intewiew. 

Amed with the knowledge of the length of time the transcriptions were likely to take 1 

was able to suggest a time when 1 would retum the transcript to them and when they 

should contact me with their comments. Many of the intewiewees simply sîated that they 

saw no nced to review the transcripts. Those who did agree were pmvided copies. A 

folîow-up reminder to submit comments by the agreed upon deadline resulted in very few 

commenîs or ctiticisms of the material in the treasCnpts. 



Concem was e x p d  by tbm Uiteivicwccs that certain, discipline-specinc comments 

appeaMg in the tmscript migbt Ire traced back to thcm; extra effiitts were taken to 

remove that threat. IntCMewccs expresscd satisfaction with the h d  product. The 

foiiuw-up by intewiewees reviewing transcnpts wois lower in the second wave (16 

percent) thaa the ûrst. One of the intetviewees suggested that because many of the 

studmts began a work term shortly afbr the interview, "al1 theu attention is facused on 

the tasks of theù workplace, and they have IittIe interest in doing anything that reminds 

them of schml." 

However, because of the fquency with which 1 was on campus during the data 

collection phase I had opportunities to moet students 1 bad inteniewed earlier and 

continue discussions over coffee. a r e  was also a small group of students who kept in 

touch with me by ornai1 to foliow the progress of the stdy and keep me apptised of 

certain situations in specEc pmgrams areas. in this way 1 was alerted to changes taking 

place withiu the pmgrams that I wauld havé otherwise missed. This ailowed me to 

construct a mon complete piehrre of the dynamics of these program mas. 

lnldass Observations 

in-class observations dowed me to study the teaching approacbes of instntctors and 

gathcr chta on the fonn and content of verbal iateractions between insûuctors and 

snidents. 1 was able to document non-verbal behaviour, and patterns ofclasmm 

activity. I c h e d  out a total of 27 in-class observations. Classes lasted for 90 minutes in 

some cases, M e  others were two and onc-half hoins. M y  procedure was to amve early 

and select a vaatage point ncar the back ofthc clasmm that allowed me to observe the 
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in-class activities. In this way, I observed how students entered the m m ,  where they 

chose to sit, how they reacted to the niatena1 king pcesented, and their interaction, or 

lack thmeof, with insûuctors. 

As the study progresseci, it became evideat that some of the early hesitation by faculty to 

participate in my study wuld be attributed to the fàct that the timing of my study 

wincided with teaching evaluations. Apparently, certain facdty members were 

suspicious of an unknown individual sitting at the back of the m m  taking notes. After 

this was explained to me 1 made an effort to introduce myself to the insûuctors before 

each class to reassure them that my interest was the students behaviour in the classroom, 

not an evaluation of their teaching. This teassurance proved helpful. Word of the nature 

of my study was soon passed ammg faculty, making it easier for me to arrange to survey 

their classes. 

Procedures for data anaiysis bring order and structure to the quantity of data collected 

during a study. Analysis began with the ordering of the initial data in terms of field notes 

and preliminary investigations. Strategies were established for the sorting and c d i g  of 

data befon survey data collection began, These procedures became part of an iterative 

process throughout the remainder of the study. Prcliminary malysis of both quantitative 

and qualitative data praceeded during the summer of 1998. The concurrent process of 

data collection and analysis enabled me to i&nti@ themes and patterns emerghg h m  

the data, allowing me to determine ways to fiil gaps in current data, and ensure that 

sutncient data was collecteû to a m e r  the research questions. Initiai analysis began 



wme traascribing early field notes of observations of the campus and studtnts. Daily 

write-up of field notes helped me to iden* themes, patterns of activities emerging h m  

the notes, or questions posed by the data for subsequent follow up. The fa11 and spring of 

1W8-99 were devoted to intensive analysis of the evidence gathered thughout the 

d y *  

Soundness of the Study 

Al1 research must adhere to certain standards that stand as criteria against which the 

trustworthiness of the project can be evaluated (Lincoln & Guba, 1985 p.290). Lincoln 

and Guba stress the irnporîance of establishg not only the "iruîh value" of a study, but 

aIso its applicabiity, consistency, and neutrality. Carefiû attention to a study's 

concepnialization, and the way in which the data are collected, malyzed, and interpreted 

are also ways that validity and reliability concerns can be addressed (Memam, 1988, p. 

165). 

Validity and Reliability 

Validity and reliability refer to the correctness or credibility of a description, conclusion, 

explanation or interpntation in terms of its 'criteria of soundness', considered by Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) as appropriate constnicts for inquiry. MaxweU (1996, p. 88) argues that 

the key concept for validity is the validity threat: a way in which the resesrcher might be 

wtong. These threats can be interpreted as alternative explmations for the phenomenon 

under stildy. To g d  against threats to validity X adhere to four criteria considered by 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) as necessary for evaluating the soundness of qualitative 



research: credibility, transferability, dependability, and co~mabiiity. Each is discwsed 

below in relation to my study. 

To meet credibility requirernents a study must demonstrate that "the subject [of the study] 

was accurately identined and describeci" (Marshail & Rossman, 1989, p. 145). My study 

is based solely on data derived h m  a comprehensive study of cosp education prognims 

in my chosen study site. Descriptions of data and patterns of interaction are only 

considered if they are obtained within the boundaries established for the study. This 

includes the setting, the people in the setting, and the theoretical h e w o r k  of this study. 

Aii aspects of the research are made expiicit. Ia that sense 1 have followed the advice of 

Yin (1994, p. 371 in conducting my research "as if someone were always laaking over 

[my] shoulder." 

I have stated the theoretical parameters of my research and data collection methods. My 

research involves triangulation of multiple sources of data (Yi, 1994, p. 91). 1 have 

collected data using multiple meth& and sources of information including a variety of 

infonnants, documentmy evidence, and persona1 observations. In cextain cases the 

multiple sources of evidence provide multiple measu~cs of the same phenomenon. It is 

thetefote lefi to fiitute tesearchers who might k interesteci in conducting a sllnilar study 

and who might design research using the same parameters, to detemine any possibility of 

trans ferability . 



Dependa bility 

According to Marshall (1989, p. 146) this constnict attempts to account for "changing 

conditions in the phenomcllon chosen for study as weU as changes in design created by 

incre-asingly iched understandings of the setting." My study iç iterative, the situations 

and settings that 1 studied did not remain static. However, by constantly relating the data 

to the thmtetical h e w o r k  1 have attempted to minimize any effects that changing 

conditions may have on my stuây. 1 bave also maintaineci a ' ) q x r  trail" of what data was 

gsthered and how it was gahered so that 1 c m  account for both the process and the 

product of my study. 

nie concem here lies with the traditional concept of objectivity-can ohen confirrn the 

finâiigs of my study? 1 am intetested in recordhg the complexity of situational contexts 

and interrelations as they occur, rether than cbntrolling the research conditions. 

Thetefore, I leavc it ta fûture researchers to decide the me& of replicability. While 1 

agree in principle with Marshaü and Rossrnan, (1989, p. 148) that "qualitative studies by 

their nature . . . c m o t  be replicated because the real world changes," 1 also believe that 

the survey instrument and interview protocols âeveloped for this study have the potential 

for fitnire use with similar populations of c w p  students, either fiom the sarne or 

different institutions of bigfier ducation 

I acknowledge that subjectivity cannat be excluded h m  my snidy because of the nature 

ofthe investigation. I attempt howevcr, to ptwide cantrols for bias in interpretation of 

the data. 1 maintah a "chah of evidence" Wh, 1994, p. 98) which dows othen to 



foilow the derivation of any evidence ftom initial cesearch questions to ultimate 

conclusions. My collected data and data collection procedures are maintained in an 

organized, tetrievable form, available for extemal investigation, or to other researchers 

wishing to reanalyze the data. 

Ethics 

Memam (1988, p. 179) identifies two points in a qualitative study where ethical 

dilemmas can emerge: duting the collection of data and in the dissemination of the 

fïndings. 1 acknowledge that the close association created by the in-depth interview 

situation means that it is rarely bias-free, and calls for increased self-awareness of 

petsonal assumptions and values on my part as the researcher. 1 do not consider over- 

involvement likely. 1 maintained a fnenâly yet professional appmach during interviews. 1 

did not offer anything in cetuni for permission to conduct my study. My data collection 

methods involve no h m ,  or invasion of privacy to the participants. Those involved with 

the study were provided with a statement of the purpose of the research and the methods 

of data collection. Each participant signed an infomed consent fom acknowledging their 

willingness to participate in the study and cansenting to the use of the data derived fiom 

the intewiews for the conduct of my study. The research was conducted and reporteci 

foilowing the tenns and conditions of Ethics in Research, as stipulated by the University 

of British Columbia, and the University of Victoria in granting permission for me to 

conduct this study. 



Limitations of the Study 

The study had certain limitations in relation to the sample design and the tetrospective 

nature of the inquiry. Participants in the stuiy were recniited h m  selected classes in 

Business, Chemistry, Engineering, and ûeography knowm to contain large numbers of co- 

op students. Interview participants were recniited through the student survey, and the 

infiuence of self-selection in this regard is unclear. Although the participants met the 

criteria for the study* it is possible that other factors inauenceci their decision to 

participate furthet. For example, only students with a very positive experience, or those 

with a very negative experience may bave chosen to be intervieweci. It remains unclear 

wbat role deciding to volunteet for the stuây played. 

A second limitation concems the data coltection procedures. Although 1 conducted a 

large number of interviews and observations, it was not possible to cla@ the 

interpretations of study participants about specinc issues, to the extent that ali ambiguity 

was nmoved. However, rqeated i n t e~ews  and observations produced similtu tindings 

to the extent that intexpretatians wcre replicated in others* nsponses. Thecefate, the 

results can be seen as mbust because they are derived flom a variety of informants. 

Specific data collection procedures also produced a third limitation. The study used 

students h m  four co-op programs, broadly repcesentative of the Arts and Sciences. The 

study was cross-sectional and g a t h d  mformation at a single point in tirne during the 

cosp program. The single interview design severely limiteci any opportunity to develop a 

deeper undetstanding of the expericnces of women and other minority students in the co- 
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op programs. And, because interviews were held during the academic semester, attempts 

to foilow-up with snidents and have them review transcripts of their interviews was 

hampeted (in some cases) by students relocating for a work term. A longer study, with 

students repeatedly interviewed after each of a nwiber of work terms, could provide 

more information on the critical points when students' perceptions of leaming and work 

change. Also, the fout progtams studied reprisent appmximately ten percent of the total 

number of ccwp pmgrams offend at UVic, and a larger -pie mi@ provide additional 

information on certain of the parameters under study. 

A fourth limitation relates to the retrospective nature of c o q  stuâents' tecollections 

about theu experiences. T h e  may have altered the mernories of their experiences and it 

was not possible to directly assess the accuracy of individual stories. Nonetheless, the 

consistency of patterns in students' recoUections was sufhientiy dective of the 

phenornenon of interest. in addition, reviews of the relevant Literature supported critical 

components of the students' explanations of theù experiences. 

Finally, due to t h e  restrictions and hancial limitations it was not possible to interview 

employen of cosp students to verify students' comments of the cosp workplace. 

in Cbapter 5, immediately following 1 report the rcsults of data collection beginning with 

studcnts work tenn experience then focusing on what happens to students when they 

retum to university and engage in Mer coursework after cornplethg a work term. 



CHAPTER FIVE: 

RESULTS 

In this chapter 1 present the results of my data collection. Because CO-op students 

alteniate between two contexts-the academy and the workplace-they draw on theu 

experiences in both contexts to develop their perceptions of learning and work. The 

bondaries between the two contexts are penneable; we cannot assign learning to one 

camp and work to another. However, certain activities can be more clearly presented if 

we maintain an anaiytic distinction, at least initiaily. For example, the workplace is where 

cosp students develop skills and experience in the practical application of theories 

learned in the classroom, while at the same tirne learning how to be a professional in their 

field. Meanwhile, the university combines academic preparation with work experience 

and professional training in an attempt to ensure the televance of CO-op education to 

employment. In presenting the resuits, therefote, 1 have chosen to segregate out 'leamhg 

for the sake of leaming' as a continuhg mandate for universities. 1 frame CO-op students' 

experience in the academic context as learningfot the workplace, and theu experience on 

the work-tenn as l d g  in the workplace. 

I begin by pmviding details of the study participants. Next, 1 investigate c w p  students' 

experiences of the workplace, then explore what happens to students when they retum to 

the University to engage in fûrther academic traiaing. 1 use data drawn h m  institutional 

and departmental documents, the d e n t  survey, and interviews with administrators, 

f8culty aad coordinators, to provide a broad general ovmriew. The details of the co-op 



students' experiencc an dram fiom studait interviews and my field notes. Data are 

presented according to the following h d  categories: stiPdy participants; doing cosp; 

ski11 development and leaming; and professionai development. 

The Study Participants 

Stuâents participating in the study are a diverse p u p .  A total of 1,012 students 

participated in the student survey. Of these, 73 percent (n=737) were cosp students. It is 

the co-op students in the sample that am the focw of this study and thetefore, unless 

oîhenvise stated, the following results relate only to the co-op shidents in the sample. 

Of the total number of c w p  students pticipating in the study, 64 percentt0 are male and 

34 percent female. Only one program-Engineering-shows a marked gender disparity, 

with considerably more males tban females in îbe sample. Onequarter of the students 

(26%) are between eighteen and twenty years of age; a futther 36 percent are twenty-one 

to twenty-two, and 24 percent are twenty-three to twenty-four years of age. A smaller 

number of students (14%) are 25 years or older. T k e  was neither a marked dBerence 

between the ages of male and female sntdcnts, nor in the distribution of ages acmss 

programs, However, the Engineering sample containcd no females over 25 years of age. 

More than threequarters of participants (79%) have lived in Canada ail theu life or are 

Canadian citizens. The dominant cultural group is English-Canadian (53%). Chinese- 

Canadians are the next most numerous gmup (10%) with the balance reptesenting 



Caoada's multiculturai diversity. The University of Victoria draw studeaîs h m  

throughout the province as well as other parts of Canada. More than two-thirds of 

participants (68%) moved to Victoria specifically to attend university: 19 percent h m  

the Lower Mainland; 35 percent h m  elsewhece in BC; 9 percent h m  other Canadian 

provinces; and 5 percent h m  other parts of the world, predorninantly Asia. 

An approximation of c w p  students' socio-economic status can be infemxi from parents' 

combined occupations. More than two-thirds (69%) of cespondents classified fithers' 

occupations into four broad categocies: professional (38%); senior management (14%); 

craft/trades workers (9%); and technician (8%). The top four occupational classifications 

for mothers-accounting for 70% of the total-included: professional (34%); 

servicelsaies (14%) clecical(14%); and never employed (8%). 

On average, more than onehalf of c w p  students in the study had work expecience prior 

to entering university. Two-thllds of Geography (66%), and Engineering students (65%), 

and onehalfof Business students (56%) worked between high school and university. 

Less than one-haif of Chemistry students (43%) had work experience when they enrolied 

in university. The characteristics of student employment are presented in Table DI (see 

Appendix D). Few co-op students worked in areas related to their current field ofstudy 

between high school and univenity. The prime motivators for undettaking empIoyment 

wtn to make money for tuition and to gain work expcrience. 



In genetal, the majority of shidents entcring University bclieve it is important to obtain a 

degree. Cosp students attend Mivcrsity fiPt intellectual development and to improve 

theù chances of employment on graduation. Tabk D2 (Appendix D) indicates cosp  

students' nasons for enrolling in University. By and large, they enroil for p e r d  self- 

improvement, to gain kaowledge of a field of study, to impmve their chances of deriviag 

a good income h m  employmeat when they graduate, and to acquire specitic job skilis. 

Geography students indicated that gaining a broad iibed education is an important 

reason for attending university, while Engineering students appear more closely focused 

on a fithire pmfessional career. 

Students pursue cosp  for a variety of individual teasons. Each approaches with a 

'leamhg orientation,' which rnay include academic, personal, vocational or social 

reasons for seeking higher educaticm. These reasoas are not made explicit in the survey 

data, but h o m e  apparent through stwient interviews. 

For example, when askcd why they enroiied in c m p  tespases were evenly split: some 

students suggestcd that it was an hvcstment in a specific friture career; others that is was 

an aid to decidiig what earecr to pursue. 

1 couid go and ga a Bachclor of Snence but ibm, wbat do you do witb that aAcr you 
gracfuatc? But, with engianriag c o q  you gduatc with a camr [CSPlâ]. 

1 fclt îhat if 1 did sumcching whae 1 had the oppommity to y w  how, try out different 
jobs and sec what it was Wrc, iben 1 wouid corne out with somcihing a liîtie closer to 
what 1 wailtcd to do [CSPIS]. 

Other students enrolled a f k  king 'sold' on the beneh  of c m p  either by UVic 

tepresentatives touring the province, or fiiends cmnt ly  in the program. 



l'bey came in [to my College] and did a -on on the wondcn of wop, the 
innovative prognuns. That really sold me [CSP25]. 

A couple of âiends in my 6rst yeat wac in the business program and what thcy wre 
studying seemed &y intercsting to me [CSP21]. 

Geography is unique among the pmgrams in the study in that it offers both a B.A., and a 

B.Sc. degree. nienfore, d e n t s  can specialize in cultutal and human geography, or 

technical courses like GIS in physical geography. Some students enroll in geography co- 

op both for the experience and career direction. 

1 wanted some a m a l  wodc expa5cacc. And, 1 just thougtit that cosp would be a good 
way to go because if 1 was worlLuIg in the field that 1 was adyhg, ihai 1 would get a 
k#a idea if that was what 1 wantcd to do [CSPIS]. 

Mers enroll as a result of peer pressure, and the financial incentives offered by CO-op. 

1 found out through other 6 i d s  in Geography in my first ycar. Cbap was kind of a 
buzzword. They said it would be work nlated to the courses that you Ieamed in school 
and it was good money [CSPlt]. 

1 had fiends that wac in coop programs at other schools. Basically they had nothing but 
good things to say about it, and since 1 was paying for school on my own, 1 îhought it 
would be a good chence to ay and makc some money to o h t  the cos& and dso gain 
some cxprrience [CSP44]. 

Ona admitteci to the CO-op pmgram, students must successfully cornpletc the required 

discipline-relatd coursework, ensuring they maintain a sufliciently high GPA to m a i n  

in the program, dong with complethg a prescribed number of c w p  work tenns. 

Results of the student swey, presented in Table D3 (Appendix D) indicate that casp  

students have ambitious plans for the future. When teporthg their ambiions upon 

completion of the cosp program, student responses separated not dong the anticipated 

sciedarts dichotomy but accordhg to the mandatory/volunîary split. Studenîs in 

mandatory cosp programs of Business and Engineering are significantly more likely to 

seek employment in their field dircctiy d e r  graduation, than coop students in the 



voluntary programs of Geography and Chemistry [2 = 21.75 (3) .ûûl]. niese cesuits 

are consistent with those in Table D2 (Appe2idix D) whae Business and Engineering 

studeats suggested that thcy enrollcd in University to ckvelop in-depth knowIedge of theu 

field of study; improvt theù income on graduation; and acquhe specinc job skills. 

Co-op studcnts were askeâ to ident* the job or career that they were aiming for on 

graduation. The two top career choices for Business students were hancial planner 

(38%), and business management (17%). Chemistry students are aiming for careers as 

chernists (3 1%) anci in medicine (28%). A majority of Engineering students (68%), not 

surptisingly, plan a cmcr in Engineering, and ûeography students seek positions as 

resource managers (26%) and plmers (1 7%). 

The aaalysis of shideots' fuhire plans produces a resuIt that cantradicts previous research. 

Slightiy more tban one-half of al1 c o q  shidents in the study hclude graduate education 

as part of their future plans (Table D3, Appendix D), Co-op students in Chemistry appear 

the most iikely to pursuc graduate edution and Enginming csap students the least 

Iürcly p2 = 44.63 (3) p< M) 11. Thse diffmnca mi@ be explaineci, at least in put, by 

the different career patbs chosen by shidents in the two progrm. For example, a number 

of in Chcmistry plan to apply to medical school upon graduation. A science 

background is a prcrequisite for Madical scbool, so Chemistry became a focus for these 

studmîs. Students descnbeci &e bwefits that the Chemistry co-op would pmvide. First, 

they would develop a solid background in Chemistry, which wodd be useful to them 

while studying Medicine. Second, theV co-op work terms would provide expetience in 



areas tbat would assist their application. Work terms with phannaceutid cornpies or 

agencies üke the Cancer Chic were petceived as ways of enhaucing tbeir Curriculum 

Vitae, and improving their chances of acceptance into Medicd School. Fidly, and not 

inconsequentially, ceop students can complete their undergraduate programs debt-tke, 

aiiowing thcm to cntering Medical School without the burden of de& tbat other studeats 

might carry. Chemistry c w p  graduates are therefore in a better financial position both 

during thcu medical training and subsequently, when they wish ta establish a medical 

practice. The Chemistry co-op thus appears to provide students with opporhmities to 

accumulate exfientid, sacid, and financial capital and thereby enhance their chance of 

success in thcir chosen caner. 

Engineering students, w the other band, have diffmnt expectations, tied bath to the 

strength of the Engineering culturc and the process of certification that Engineets must go 

through once they complete theh academic ûaining. In order to obtain the dcsigoation of 

profwiod engineer (Phg. )  graduates must work for a pend of tirne under the 

guidauce ofcertitied engineea, while they leam the various codes and bylaws that they 

will k rcqukd to adhere to once certified. Achieving the status of PEng, pravides 

opportuaities fbr individuais to undertake sole respansibility for engineering pmjects. 

Therefore, it is in the students' best interest to begin the process of qualifyhg for the 

Phg. as mon as possible after they graduate. Because ofthe dedicated labour market for 

graduating Enginers, there is a g d  possibii that students eau draw on the 

pmf'essiond netwotlcs (social capital) and previous wodt experiwce (exptzriential capital) 



developed during their ca-op work kms, ta locate a Company or consuîting fh to 

employ them during this quaiifying period. 

C w p  studcats exprcssed confidence tbat they would find employment upon graduation 

h m  bit program. One-quarter of Business students (25%), one-third of Chemistry 

shidents (34%), and one-sixth of Geography students (1 7%) indicated that they were not 

worried about hding a job in their field. Engineering students were the most confident 

witb almost two.thirds (62%) expecting to fmd empkyment in their field on graduation 

fmm th& program. 

Part 1: The Workplace Context 

'Dolng C w ' :  Tne Cosp Wark fsnn 

Aimost without exception 'dohg cosp' is the way the stuâents I intewiewed referred to 

the work t e m  component of the co-op program, To 'do c w p '  was to unde* a CO-op 

work tenn. To be 'on CO-op' was to be away fiom the university on a wo* tenn. 

The work tmn is not d y  aa integml part of the process; it is the distinguishing feature 

of the c e o p  program. It is what sets cadp students apart h m  non-co-op students. In 

discussion with the actors and agents of c o q ,  it becornes clear that the work term is the 

axis on which co-op iurns. It is through the work term that the four levels of the case 

study described in the methodology chpter are hught  together. The University, tbrough 

its senior administrators, is the interfixe between the community, govemtnents and 



industry-all extemal playen in the cosp pmcess. It is also the administrative body that 

ove- the policies and processes of co-op education within the university. 

The university delegates rcsponsibility for the operation of cosp education programs to 

the Director of cwp ,  and through the D i o r ' s  office to the c w p  coordinators, who 

are the broken between the uuivmity and the workplace. Coordiitors have to be able to 

W the employer's laaguage to be able to determine ernployers needs" [Cpt], and be 

able to %ring a sense of the curriculum to codp employers so they understand the level 

of education and training that co-op students have to offer" [CP3]. 

University facdty are charged with delivering content knowledge and skilis to ptepare 

students for Me beyond the university. Because of the prominence of c w p  on the W i c  

campus, faculty will inevitably become part of the system that prepares c o q  stu&nts to 

undertake leaming in the workplace. One faculty member explains it this way "we have 

to take it seriously, c w p  pmgrams make a lot of sense for us. Because, like it or not, 80 

percent of out budgets come h m  govemments-which means taxpayers-and since we 

can no longer ensure that an undergraduate education will lead to jobs for our students we 

have to make provisions for them to be able to get jobs when they graduate. Co-op 

programs, and particularly the work term where they get to apply leaming, are legitimate 

ways of doing that" [CF 141. 

The central mle that the c w p  wotk term plays in fiicilitating links to the business 

community is evidenced both through the number of d e n t  work placements in the local 





Because of cosp 1 will basically be able to leave the University being kind of well 
munded and having a base of hiowledge to work from. A base of good solid expaience. 
And a degree that would be vaiuable, or ncogpised in the workplace. 1 have got 
traiisfmble skills out of my c ~ o p  joba tbat can be applied to otha jobs [CSP41]. 

C w p  students are-to use the words of one SRident-îhe "aentinels of cwp," and when 

on a work term represent al1 leveb of c o q  in the University to the commUnity and 

society in which the workplace is embedded, Until they have completed a work term, 

d e n t s  report, they do not feel like, nor are they perceived as, bonafide cosp students. 

The number of work terms varies dependmg on the program. Business students must now 

complete two work tems (reduced fiom three at the beginning of the study) to graduate 

with the c w p  designation. Chernistry and Engineering each require that students 

complete five work terms, and Geography students must complete four work terms. 

Seleetion for and Saffsficffon wlth the Work T m  

The way students select and arc selected for work tems is similar, though not identical, 

in all four programs in the study. The process of applying for a work term generally 

begins with d e n t s  retrieving information on potential job opportunities h m  an 

electronic bulletin board, e-mail list, notice board, or job book maintained by the cosp 

cwdiators. Students prepare job applications and submit them, dong with a résumé, to 

the c w p  coordinators, who forward the applications to prospective employers. 

Employcrs review the appiications and select the individuals they wish to intewiew. 

These names are conveyed to the coordinators, and students are notified. Following 

successfiil intewiews, students decide wùich position to accept. For most students this is 

the standad ptocess for obtaining a work tcmi. A s d  number ofstudents, however, for 

reasons of their own, choose not to use the c o q  office to find their jobs, and instead use 



personal contacts to i b t @  emplopent Ooporhmities. Ifapproved by the casp  office 

these jobs can be accepteci as work tenns. 

The process of applyhg for co-op terms means that each year, while courses arc 

mderway, c o q  students must thdc ahead to the upcoming work tenn. Appmximately 

mid-way thmu& cach term c o q  jobs are posteci and students mut  ppare their 

&m&s and applications. A majody of students describeil how the uncertain t h e  

between submitting an application for a ca-op job and conthnation of a placement 

inmases pressure on snidents, particularly d e n  some are studying for mid-term exams. 

1 remember one scmcstcr having five or six LnMews without mg a job, and you s t m  
to kl a bit discoumgal. And the pressure starts to build Can you pay h e  rent at your 
aparüncnt? Are you going to be living thcm in May, or not? Just al1 of a sudden it's a lot 
gohg on [CSP 171, 

1 hiow ohm ptople that bave gone back to old jobs or that have iakm jobs for very low 
pay Md cmplitly unrclaled to business or the field that they are inarrsted in just to get 
a work tenn so ihey can gct back to sndyiag fwmams [CSP39]. 

An increasing number of d o u s  w-0~ students seeking a decreasing number of good 

work t e m  crcates a buyers' market, and employers become increasiagly selective d e n  

hiring for c w p  positions. This increases the level of imccrtainty felt by studcats. 

It's not LmOOmmon to have iike a stvai  w eight&Ilar [an how] job and the employer 
ahwr lis& tcn or twclve people fm one or nw positions. Atid they do a second or third 
intmiew for some of them [CSP33]. 

The anes chat I did gct sbolt-tistcd fot, ami interviintcMnved for, wre, wiiat 1 consideffd, 
p t t y  meaial jobs and just not d l y  what I was eirpceting [CSPM]. 

However, students must be adsquatoly prepareà More they go out on a work tem. 

Faculty and cOOcdiaafm are sensitive to the fact that inadcquately prepared students 

1 ihink we have to k a littic careful of ib lcvel of M o n  whm we d shdems ou& 
We cau't send ibrm out too eariy bccaw tbcy dan't bave ibat much to offa, We c d d  
Eamish ik progtam a liîtk bit if we doa't scnd oia good sbidaiis with swit sküls [CF3]. 



The cornpetition for good cosp jobs is intonse, and b u s e  of the limited job market in 

some disciplines for students with basic sWs, hot every student will get a 'dteam job' for 

their fht work tenn. As one student explains: 

Thcn is a lot of pnssurr h m  the cosp aepsrEmcat CO use ü# nrst cosp as a 'leamiag 
experiacc.' The idea is that ifyou startcâ with a d y  lousy job, you wuid k able to 
leam h m  tbat expaicace and get a Mer one mxt thm. Some people di& But die way it 
tumcd out for some shrdents was not exactiy as c x p t d  [CSP24]. 

Despite some anxious moments muad securing a work placement students express 

general satisfaction with the pmcess of selection for the work tenn. Co-op students were 

asked to rate their satisfaction with the work term component of theu program as part of 

the student survey. Table D4 (Appendix D) indicates their responses. The results indicate 

that, in general, most students arc satisfied with tbeù work term experience. Chemisûy 

students tcported pa te r  levels of satisfaction thaa students in other progtams on al1 

aspects of the CO-op work term, wiîh the exception of rate of pay while on the work term 

which was lower than Geography and tied with Enginee~g. How much of the level of 

satisfaction with rate of pay on the work term is an acnial porüayal of industry standards, 

and how much is attributable to students perceptions of rates of pay offered in certain 

industries, like the pharmaceutical industry, cannot be detennined h m  these results. 

Sîudcnts in Engineering and Geography appear g e n d y  satisfied with al1 aspects of the 

work term. On the other hand, Business shdents appeared less satisfied with the work 

term than students in the 0 t h  thtee program. 

Stuients were asked to rate their level of satisfaction with the integration of their 

cousework with the CO-op work experience. In generai, most students indicated 

satisfaction with the integration of coutsework and work term experience. Chemkhy 
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studeats appear most satisfieà (82%), followed by Engineering (77%) and Geography 

students (65%). Business students were l e s  satisfied with the integration of their 

coursework with the CO-op work experience (36%). These results parallel the generai lack 

of satisfaction with the work term by Business students reporteci earlier. 

Once a student secures a work term placement they can retuni attention to theù studies 

and prepare for exams. niere is an obvious benefit in king hired in the ' k t  round,' as 

students who are successful in obtaining a placement early cm devote more tirne to their 

studies. Thm is also a certain prestige associated with a fïrst-round placement. Students 

who do not get a placement in the î h t  round must enter the competition in a second 

round, held nearer the end of term when students are preparing for final exams. Once the 

academic term ends, students with a placement embark on the cosp work tem 

component of the program, while students without a placement mwt decide on 

alternatives. 

Sîudents must complete a specific number of work ternis to graduate with the CO-op 

designation. Therefore, ifstudents are unsuccessfid in securing a work placement at a 

designated tirne in their rotation, they might have to consider taking extra coursework 

during that tem, and preparing instead for an extended work term in the future to make 

up the deficit. 



W e  on a worktem, stuâents aie nquired to develop a report for presentation and 

evaluation on thek retuni to the c l a ~ m r n ' ~ .  Upon completion of the work term 

employers evaluate the students performance, the work term report is submitted and 

studeats retum to the imivenity for m e r  coursewotk Mid-way through the following 

academic semester, in al1 but the final semester, the ptocess of applying for co-op work 

terms begins again. ï h i s  cycle is repeated until the student graduates. 

A large majority of students see the first work term as legitimating them as co-op 

students and indicating their cornmitment to the program. Most consider it a 'a big deai.' 

That fin! cosp is a big jump. Yeab. Once you gct one out of the way, you're sort of head 
and siiouldas abm the crowd. A d  tbcn people start trilring you seriously [CSP42]. 

The fïrst work term shapes their perception of what cosp is about. Before students go out 

on the fht work term they have a different view of what the workplace is like. As one 

studeat commented "even if you are studying engineering, it isn't until the first work 

tcrm tbat you d i s e  that ttiis is what engineering is al1 about. It isn't just studyhg math. 

It lets you h o w  that engineering is not quite what the University paiats it to be" [CSP23]. 

in the workplace stwlents have the opportunity to 'try out' procedures which they have 

only leamed about theoreticaily. The opporhmity to attempt a procedure or ski11 

previously leamed in the classroom, and to produce a tangible outcome is a rewarding 

experience for many students. They discuss the excitement of discovery and the impact 

on their perceptions of learning. One student summed it up succinctiy: %hm you get 

into the workplace, and you get a chance to really try iî, you start to see that it's do-able, 



this stuff is do-able! Ami, you di that you can pcetty much work in any situation and 

make things bappen, just maice it work" [CSP28]. 

On the work term studcnts might also leam skiiis not yet encountered in the academic 

contd. The work expcrience can thus increase stuâents' appceciation of the importance 

of classroom leaniing, and givc them a head start on the courses they will be taking in the 

following academic semester. The work term can thus motivate them to leam more about 

theù disciplines. 

1 sort of got a linle ahead of the program load. Thcre were de6nitely some times during 
my work tm den hiowing more would have been helpful. But 1 also found that having 
the c w p  f h t  1 have a vuy good rmderstanding of the classes 1 am talriag now. 1 pay 
attention a lot more. Because 1 di how important some of the things they are talking 
about are-venus41 âadn't done the c w p  and had just taken courses, then sort of half- 
h e d y  paid attention a lot of the tirne. But 1 found tbat 1 was Mec, oh, this stuErcaiiy 
isn't boring, it's what a d l y  happeas, so I'm going to pay attention now [CSP38]. 

The 6rst work term allows students an opportunity to develop on the job skills. For some, 

witbout previous exposure to wage labour, it introduces them to the realities of financial 

responsibility, and payroll deductions. 

My first c w p  t e m  was great, 1 leamed a lot and 1 mean 1 was making a lot of money. 
But 1 was also makmg cash money. An4 1 soon formd out that then is a diffaence 
between making cash money and taking deductions. So, 1 also leamed about Revenue 
Canada [CSP3]. 

While most students petceive the fht work term as pivotal, not al1 are equally 

eutbusiastic about theu initial c w p  experience. 

Thac are s e v d  lower Icvel jobs wûich sren't exactly people's dreams jobs, üke thete is 
one here in town at XXX laboratones, wbich is bas idy  wasbing glassware for four 
month. Anddiotcangetpnnyboring. SoaAamyfirstworktcrm,Iwasthinkiag,this 
iSmtwhatIexpectcdLüceI&n'tlmowXIwamtostayinthecosppro~X~monly 
going to be washing glasswan e v q  faur montha But, the second c w p  was much bctter 
[CSP17]. 

1 hated tbe job 1 had for my ntst work term. 1 just couida't bclieve 1 settled for this. 1 was 
asking myseif"why2" [CSP30]. 



The first wok term also inings out diffêrcncw in perceptions between c w p  d e n t s  and 

coordinators as to what consthtes an appropriate work term. One studcnt complained "A 

lot of the jobs they try to float to the mechanical engineers are actually computing jobs- 

like doing web pages for somebody. As far as Im concerned, that's not reaily mechanical 

engineering" [CSP42]. Where possible coordinators attempt to guide students in the 

choice of a work term appropriate to theu level of education and training. However, 

because of increased cornpetition for a diminisihg number of 'good' work terras, 

coordinators' recommendations do not always match students' expectations. 

While reports of less-than-satisfactory work terms can affect student mode in a co-op 

program, a positive workplace experience cm pmfoundly affect a student's attitude and 

confidence. 

Gaing into my thVd year of universi& afta 1 had a good wk-tcnn crrperience, 1 was 
pumped up-gimg-ho to gct into courses and stuff, and get out there again, believing that 
tht ncxt one would bc even bctîa than the firsr. So, 1 wes very fortunate. 1 fclt like 1 had 
one of the best CO-op jobs passible. 1 was d l y  excited [CSP24]. 

The h t  work tem serves as an introducîion to the workplace, and establishes a cosp 

student's legitimacy. Although students only have a modest amount of workplace 

familiarity by the second work term their ouîiook on CO-op changes and aiso the way they 

relate to, and are perceived by, faculty. 

Compared to my tVst one, my second cosp was M y  g d  It was totally geography. 1 
leamed some new skills that will help me in the funrrr. When 1 was wiiing my [work 
tenn] report 1 was thinking, T o u  how, I've done ibis and this and this." You know 
what 1 mean7 Lie, just building my rcsume ail the rime. So now 1 am looking forward to 
my next cosp (CSPl'I]. 

Aita the second work tefin the reiariolls with the professot gets closa. They advise you 
more. They Ealre more iamcst in what y w * ~  doing. And they ny to help you dong a lot 
more (CSP381. 



The experience of co-op work te= helps students understand the practical televance of 

what they lcarned in course work-something that may not have been immediately 

obvious at the time. By seing "theontical" problems embodicd in the workplace, they 

come to appteciate the power and transfetability of underlying concepts. 

But you don? nalii tbat until you go on CO-op and yow feUow workcrs, thcy'n 
cornplainhg kcaw they'n not being paid onough and you wondcr what sort of 
cornpcnsstt*on package they give thwe pcople. Or b w  many hours, or how to schcduie 
for whm you're planning thc ptoduction scbcdule; how much time do you need for 
breaks and snifflie that. 1 mean that was straight out of Commerce 340, which was 
operations management, or Commcm 3 10 which was Caaaâian Organhational bchaviour 
üke how to manage employees and stuff[CSP38]. 

A lot of my courses then nally made sense. Like al1 the management itirormation 
systems - 1 actuaily saw that there is an actual department for that, and there is a need for 
ail ihiq and that was really interesting. Human resources, and just all my courses acnially 
made sense - it gave me more con6dence in the academic school system, 1 guess. Before 
I thought they wm just trying to suck monq out of us, and then was really no wed for 
ustobctrikingthesecowscs. Itwas goodbccause itmademerralizethat allmyhard 
work is paying 06 ihen's a nason [CSP43]. 

Another student was able to make a contribusion to his cosp workplace by 

operationalizing a procedure he had just learned in class. He anticipates that friture 

courses will provide him with enhanced levels of relevant skilis. 

I'm really hoping some of my courses will be l i e  my 1st school tenu. The îüst 
assignment 1 got on my work tcmi was l i e  a continuation of this course 1 had just taken. 
1 just sat down and, because 1 had just taken the course, I just sat down and boom, I just 
had the ihing right there and they were v n y  impressed, oh he's so smart. And it was 
tcrrific because it was just right h m  my course, so 1 phoned the professor up and told 
him [CSPZO]. 

The incming preference of some employers for eight-month, rather than four-month, 

work terms causes a dilemma for a small number of c w p  d e n t s .  One explains how 

difEcult the decision is. 

They d d  d y  like me for an eight month work term. Bus I'm not quite succ at this 
point. My supervisor talkcd to me yestaday and aslred me if1 was intctcsted in workiag 
for mther four months. Eecausc they thiak ifs probably beüer [for theml if they don't 
bave to traia sotneone ncw. Thcy wuld lüre me to stay Uistead of hiring a new c o s p  
sndent, But, 1 just don% hiow [CSP6]. 



Fmm an employer's perspective, eight-month tenns cut down on training t h e  and allow 

a longer period of productive t h e  for c w p  students. They also provide the employer 

with a longer tirne to dttermine ifthe cosp student would make a good friture employee. 

These benefits al1 accrue to the employer, and have been mentioned by students during 

interviews. Studmts in Business suggest that some empbyers are unwilling to consider 

c w p  d e n t s  for training positions in managemeut unless they agree to an eight-month 

Employcrs are not willing to hite someone for four month, and put them in a 
management positioci, and ihen have them Ieave. They just canY afford to do that. 
[CSP43]. 

A lot of times they won9 cven look at us because [a four month wo* tenn] is way tw 
short for the amount of eaining they bave to provide [CSB]. 

There are certain benefiîs for both c o s p  students and employers when a student agrees to 

an eight-month work tem. The longer time spent with one employer can provide 

opportunities for the student to undeaake more intensive training in a speciality or gain 

more in-depth experience of a particular workplace. By allowing a student to participate 

in cimennt aspects of a job, and work in different areas of specialization, the employer 

can gauge the student's potential productivity as an employee. Extendmg the length of 

employment allows cosp students to accumulate mon income, which is an important 

consideration for those concemed with the rising cost of education. Eight months also 

allows ample t h e  for students to determine if the type ofemployment is one they want to 

consider as a career upon graduation. 

However, there can be academic and personal dmwbacks to tbis kind of arrangement for 

c w p  students. While an eight-month work-term carries tittle dowide risk for the 

employer, CO-op stiadeats must consider that by altering their four-month routine they will 
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have more diiculty readjusting to king back on campus and wiil ais0 break the 

connectim with their cohort. One student âesaibcd how "diicult adjusting back to lifé 

as a student" can bc der an eight month work term. 

1 was on cosp for eight montbs and it was a little düiïcult in the sense tbat you have to 
have a snidmt network as well as an employer network if you wam to gct by in cosp. 
Lie  you havc to hiow peoplc and m i d g  eight momhs of schodl snd thcn coming back, 
you notice tbat there arcn't the same people in your classes as t h  was befwc, so, thut 
w u  a little difnculî. Because, 1 mean, you miss a class someday, and you would iiie to 
get the noies, or you have got a lab and you wouid like to work on it wiîh somebady. 
Thm is chat kind of difnculty [CSPM]. 

What the student fond to be 'îvay harder is getting excited about studying again, 

especially when you feel that you are just another lowly student king talked at." There 

was a perception that "Nobody seems to think that you have anything to offer h m  your 

tirne away, you know? niat kiad of thing is hatd" [CSPM]. 

Retuming students may also experience diiculty getting into required courses, and may 

have to accept courses that are not their h t  choice, or they may have to wait until 

courses are offered again in a subsquent rotation. These course availability problems can 

extend the length of t h e  it takes to complete the degree. 

It doesnft necessarily help to take an eight month job because you shik your whole 
position in your program. 1 have delaycd my graduation by a year just by taking an eight- 
month work tenn [CSP36]. 

Some d e n t s  cesent that the c w p  office views cight-month work terms as carryhg the 

same fhmcial cornmitment and npoaing as two four month temis. 

Tbt thkg that doesnt sit w d  with me is if you do an eight math worlr tenn and want to 
have it count as one work temi, they won't let you do that. You have to do RM, four 
month work tams [wiîh the same employer] and pay the thne hundnd and nffy dollars 
[ w p  fee] Nvice [CSP40]. 



mers simply find it difncult to get back into the routine of univcrsity classes after a 

work term and with the agreement of their employer and the co-op coord'inator, chmse 

htead to spend eight months on the job. 

A f k  warking far foin mombs, 1 came ôack to miversity and thoughr, 1 d d t  want to be 
in school right now, 1 d d t  fcei like sittiag in class. 1 want to work another four more 
monttis. And so I just did ibat [CSP371. 

S e t s  must consider that an absence h m  the university for eight montfis might 

adversely dht acaâemic motivation and grades, and uitimately jéapardize their co-op 

standing. For these reasons, eigfit-month work t e m  are usuaiiy not encbmged by c w p  

caordinators, and despite the fict that a faculty member tried to convince me tht  "eight 

month work terms don't work. In the second haifthe leaming curve goes £iat after about 

one and one-half weeks" [CF1 71, approximately one-fi& of d e n t s  in the study 

indicated during the interviews tbat they are still interested in pursuing eigût-month work 

Because the work tenn has emcrgcd as such a prominent feature in discussions mund 

ccwp, it should corne as no surprise that it acts as a lightniog rad for studeat 

expectations. No one assaciated with c o q  speaks of the work term dispassionately." It 

seems appropriate, therefbre, that CO-op students chose the quality of the work tenu as a 

way to gauge whetber or not theit expbccations are king met, 

1 gucss f had sort of U s e  acpeetarions when 1 came in. 1 tbought everytbing was going to 
k, you kww, thc jobs would k tbere, and wc would bave al1 of these intmiews and 
stuff[tbird-ycar5waIt]. 

It is sort of a Sbuck. Because everyoae hean about c q ,  and that thmu's the way to go, 
and pu11 gct the jobs. But d y ,  1 f d  it took a lot of my own efforts, 1 d y  had to 
go out and fiad jobs myself [thud-ycar student] 



Because the work tenn is the defining element ofco-op, students tend to single it out for 

cnticism. Apximatcly one-third of the students expected m m  a m r i a t e  jobs than 

they were offered and the lack of "good jobs" came as a disappointment. 

'fhywrrepromi*Jiasthaewouldkalotofj&farevayoaein~cwp;~cq 
department was going to nad jobs for everyo~. But, somehow it âiân't happen [fourth- 
Y= -1. 

1 expecied ihat you would be able to pick and choor W c h  jobs you wantcd and be able 
to get one yw acnially ükcd [third-year student]. 

Students who baseci their expectations largely an what they saw in the co-op program 

literature, or heard through andotal accounts, felt let d o m  by cwp .  One student 

descnbed it as "beiig led down the garden path." 

From what ihey said in the handouts, wtKn 1 came into c~op, I was expecEing like, real 
jobs that would enhancc pur skiils to malre you a beitcr person once you graduated 
[third-year student]. 

Thy makc you bclicvc that as a u w p  shdent you will bave ail this expaience ia your 
field, so it &es you much more prepared for tbc rcal w l d  [second year student]. 

Students with high expcetations of the quaiity of job that they might get, suggested to me 

that they felt disappointed when they had to settle for a job of less quality, They partially 

blamed themselves for not getting the same kinds of jobs as past students. 

1 think they bwc competcnt people workiug in cosp. I think it's maybe me. It's just a 
matter of me gcning into the systcm or into the groovt. 1 haven't scemed to get the kind 
ofjobs tbey adverriseci. 1 hope it WU work out [fourth-year studentl. 

A group of appmximately f i e  students mitigated their situation by finding ways to 

acquire the requind number of c w p  work-terms without doing the work, They found 

ways, in their words, to "kat the system" in order to appear as successfid as past 

students. For example, ifthey couldu't find a job thtough cadp, some students retumed 

to a former part-the position, and classified it as a c o s p  wark tem. 

ifthey can't hi a job ihrwgh coop they wiU tak a job tbat thcy tworlced at part-time 
for the last four ycars to get moacy to go to school, and iuse that as a cosp job. That's 
how tbcyLe geaing ammi the cosp [founhyear shdent]. 



Ineed«iajobforacospwork-tamendtben~~r1~)j0~~0Ij~~t~in11Wt0rny 
old job that 1 had before 1 came into ceop, and 1 was extrwnely disappointed. Because, 
the whole c m p  buiid-up they give you, about getting valuable work -ence and 
everythiog, it just wasn't wotkmg for me [fotath-year student]. 

A trend is beginning in some of the larger cosp progtams to encourage senior students to 

fhd theu own work t e m .  According to one CO-op cwtdinator the poiicy is designeci to 

enable cosp d e n t s  to participate in developing their own jobs. 

We encourage our senior snidcnts to do tbeir own job devtlopmmt. This puts more onus 
on the student, because they n#d to take nspoluibiiity for bieir own leanhg. We'n 
empowering the sndcnts to casiirr they have a good learning expericacc and they get 
somahing out of it. We'n puiiing mon of the mpnsiiility on the shident to make sure 
that the success of thci wark tcmi depends on h m .  WC let them know that we arc t h  
and we'n a support saucnpc; but tbcy'rc the ones who have to be pro-active [CP4]. 

Students who disagree with this policy were candid during interviews about ways they 

had discovered to outmaaoewre the requirements, oflen justifLing their behaviour on the 

grounds that 'the system' is at fiult. Some students claimed the only alternative to 

'deviaut' action was to delay their graduation. 

You buy into the system, everything's going to bc OU, mi then you 6ad out suddenly 
that it's not going to k OK, then t h e ' s  no support for you at ail. They just say, 'Oh, 
youb just not iike cverybody else.' Like 1 said, people find ways to corne up with their 
own cwps. And 1 think W s  u n f i  b u s e  ifs not d l y  what the c w p  program 
was meant to do [fou&-year snideni]* 

1 dont think rhat anyom shouid bave to da tk But, wht  clse cm we do? 1 think tbat 
thcrc is a numbcr of people îbat really arc f o d  IO do this because if ihcy dont then they 
wiil bc dclaying theù graduation. Um, and it is d y  M f ~ r t ~ ~ l t e ,  because, 1 dont want 
IO. People really dont want to. Il's disntrbmg [fourth-year student]. 

While CO-op students are aware of system-beating tactics, not al1 are in favour of using 

Disappointed in the offecings of the c o s p  office, some students turn to other campus 

resources for assistance in 6nding a work pIacernent. 

1 wcnt to the student placcmcat office and they got me a job. A lot of people said, "youb 
Meating the purpose of cosp." But, 1 say ÿvho C~ZW?" It's mowy, and 1 med it to wite 
off one of my c o q s  [W-ycar shdmtl. 



F m  the stories students shared dirring the interviews it appears that the concept of 

'beating dit system' is not confined to a single acîivity, Lüre tbe work term. Nor is it 

c&ed to a single c o a p  program. nie existMice of such tactics points to a nced for 

improved communications behveen co-op cwrâinatots and students in certain programs, 

and clarification of the pmcticalities of CO-op employment. 

Notwithstandiag the above concems, interview evidence clearly indicates k t  cosp 

students perceive tbat the work terni provides valuable opporhuiities for leaming and skili 

dmlopment beyond those available in the classroom. During comewotk, lab 

componcnts allow the application of theoreticai knowledge in a simulated 'authentic' 

enviromnent that approximates the activities ofthe workplace. Co-op d e n t s  begin to 

develop new knowledge and skills in these labs, and practice certain actions and mutines 

in simuiated professional contexts. But only when these basic skills and unâerstandings 

are ûansfened to the workplace can they be refined into the skills of professional 

practice. 

Skill Development and Workplace Learning 

The learning and sicil development that takes place on the work tenn fits within the 

extended mandate of the univemity to cducate both the pason and the workforce. One 

adminisirator sums it up thus: 

nit 1- that occurs on c w p  work tenns is congruent with the University's goals for 
leamiag for nvo reasons: 1) snideats devclop aitid thking and communication skiils 
ad, 2) &e experience contributes to the dtvelopment of skiU sets l i e  the Coderence 
Board of Canada's employabiüty skills [ S M .  



A faculty member comments that bbsîuâents leam a lot on the work term, but tbey also 

leam what else the university shouid be providing in ternis of the curriculum to assist 

them with their learning for life after univers@" [CFI. 

When students discuss their experience of the c o s p  work term, learning and skiU 

development almost inevitably enter the conversation. By operationaiizing classroom 

learning in the workplace, students begin to see the relation between theocy and 

application and the practicd relevauce of what they are studying. 

1 think having the background of coitffcs sort of gives you ihat knowledge that you can 
l e m  how to do something. You've got a background and understanding of some thingq 
and when you specifically apply thcm on the job, you cm may be stan to see some 
relevance there (CSP241. 

An engineering student eloquentiy describes how, on her second work term, she was able 

to apply what she leamed in class to the profissional wotkplace and not only see the 

devance of the classtoom le&g but also begin to understand her future d e  as an 

engineer. 

I nally like bridges, aaâ ihiJ was lilre civil enghmkg. and 1 was buüding bridges. 1 was 
designhg bridges, 1 was right in thme maLiiip the cakulations, deciding w h t  thichess 1 
wanted. It was just usiag what 1 had studied in class, and it's reaüy ôrought my course 
work into context. Studying it in thc course, and jwt plugging away at problcms that you 
ihink arc useless and totally made up, and you don? see why anybody would want to do 
that. And îhen in real life yoult acnially applying it to makc a bridge. It made me nalize 
that tbis is what I'm going to be dohg as an engineer when 1 graduate, which is awesome 
[CSP32]. 

Whilc appmximately onequarter of shidents spoke of the importance of king able to 

pracîicc in the workplacc what they pnviausly learned in class, more than one-half spoke 

of the impact that leaming in the workplace had on their academic performance. A thùd- 

year fernale engineering d e n t  descnbed leaming skills in me work term that "actuaiiy 

helped [ha] in a subsequent work term." Her academic courses did not help her on the 

job, but "skills leamed on the job helped her once she retumed to the clasmm" 



providing studeuts with a better underscaading of th& academic coursework. 

You leam a lot more on the job kcause you cm sec how it tics in so many différent ways 
ta what you an learning. Aad thst W krta. In CI= we might lcam a pacticular concept 
A, whaeas in the work place wc l e a d  B, C, and D. But thcy tie into A But wc neva 
lmew that they tied in untii wc did it. So Yeah, 1 think p u  leam mon in the wotkplace. 
And, you corne back with skiils that p u  wouldn't bave leamcd otherwise [CSP3 11. 

So 1 think it's d l y  good tbat you get paid to go and Icam, and to go and do al1 this d, 
and rcally, you are still a snden~ And you don't reaily know what you're dohg yet, but 1 
found that things 1 lcameâ on my work terni were really hclpful *en 1 suvted taking 
those cornses [CSPI 21. 

For other students it wasn't simply a case of transferriag what they leamed in the 

workplace back to the academic classniom. The experience and skills acquired in the 

workplace also contributed to increascd self-confidence. 

You laiow, I lcarncd a lot of analytid tethigues on my last work tem, and, 1 really 
cnjoy that kind of SM. And, although t haven't takm those courses beforc, they helpcd 
me out whcn it came to taking iht courses m. Yeah. You know 1 fecl pretty good, 
bccausc 1 don't know if somebody else knows as much about these things as 1 do 
(laughter) [CSP34]. 

And, self-confidence was what made a second-year female engineering student "very 

excited about learning how to weld, drive a forklü?, and work with piping and pumps" on 

her work term. She felt that the skills she developed ''would benefit her in the future" but 

more importantly she proclaimed, "it allows me to just feel totally cornpeteut!" [CSPl2]. 

WMe the workplace provides opportuaities to develop the practicai skills of application, 

it also provides opportunities for students to develop other atûibutes, such as 

communication skills. As one studcnt explaineci: 

1 think c o s p  experience has really he1pd me because it's given me skills that 1 didn't 
have before. Especially, commuakation skills, bdh verbal and written. I mean wriîing 
technical reports and puttiag together nsearch reports on a wock term sure helps you 
improve your wliring skills [CSPIO]. 



in today's workplace weU-dweloped writing abiity is one of the key skills in 

wmmunicating, h m  tbe résumé that a student prepares in order to gain an interview for 

employment, to the reports, memos, and business letters craf€ed on the job. The 

individuai with well-developed writing skills will soon discover the associated benefits. 

For example, in the wotkplacc, one method of converthg cognitive or tacit howledge 

into procedural or c d e d  knowledge is through the development of trouble-shwting 

guides, work-arounds, and training manuals. Individuais who can explain procedures in 

writing add value to a Company or employer. Fellow employees can use the information 

to either h d  solutions to cunent problems or determine ways of avoiding future 

@lems. Further, the individual who can articulate their ideas in writing has ceriah 

advantages in today's team-based environment. To be able to summarize and synthesize 

infocmation for the benefit of others enables an individual to gain support for their ideas 

and diitions. 

A majority of students contend that leaming skills in the milieu of workplace practice 

leads to a deeper understandimg than can be ptovided in the classroom. 

When you do it h m  an application standpoint, you're cuious as to "Hey, what happened 
hm?" Because you dont know what's happening, you have to basicaily think about what 
was going on, and you l em a lot more when youke doiag the problem solving, than 
when swicone in the classroom just tells you what's gobg to happai [CSP26]. 

Going throua almost any ecademic prognun without having to apply the knowldge, 
you dont d y  know what it pcriains to. It doesnt matter what you leam, uniess you use 
it. It bas no bcMng on your own pasonal Life ifyou don't have to use that knowiedge 
[CSP3 11. 

Skills leamed in the workplace c m  also contribute to personal efficiency in other areas. 

Many of these skills an not taught in the university. 



AU this work tnm Cd bosidy programmeci into an Excel spnads&ct. But, it sort of 
made me realise how 1 could be efncient. Li whcn I'm stuâying, it might lessen the 
wrtdod fbr me by using computen e5cicntly and things üke that [CSP32]. 

1 wasn't vcry good at oiganipng my t h e  k f m  (I mat on a work tan]. And 1 never 
d y  got extromely high ma& on papws tbat 1 wrote. But, &cc the work tenn, 1 noticed 
that my tirne management skills are a lot better. 1 secm to be able to plan things better 
than 1 did bcfore and, definitely, my writing style bas improved vastly. 1 have noticed that 
tbis year marks on papcrs especially bave been a lot hi*. So, that is a definite bonus. 
And baret commu1ü'cation skills and just interactions with people [CSP44]. 

Cosp students assign hi& importance to learning in the workplace. During the 

interviews, when asked "what does leaming mean to you?" most students immediately 

began discwsing what they had leamed in the workplace, rather than the classroom. 

Presseci about leamhg tbrough coursework they latgely restricted their responscs to brief 

discussions about whether insüuctors were good or bad. Effort was required to get them 

to talk about their classmom learning, In contrast, they were enthusiastic about discussing 

workplace learning in communities of practice and how the experience would help them 

in theu fûture profession. 

Snidents in the study are not only concerned with leaming for h e d i a t e  application. 

They taked of the importance of leaming how to lem, and the need to continue to lem. 

One studeut suggests that obtaining a degree is only the beginning of his professional 

caceer. Lifelong learning will be an integral part of his continuhg professional 

development. 

The &grec wül dlow me to take care of the professional aspect of my Me well. And 
obviously, you know, thae's going to have to be more courses dong the way. There are 
liely going to be times when I'm going to have to come back and take two or three night 
classes just to kecp up with changes in the profession [CSPZS]. 

These students demonstrate an understanding of the dynamic nature of knowledge. They 

realize that, in the firture, leamitig and ski11 development in the professional workplace 

wiil be an ongohg process. 



For engineers, learning never rcally stops. M g  changes, but it doesn't stop. The typc 
of information you are currentiy pnicesaiag wül many yeprs h m  aow be compketdy 
difscrrnt. As you gct olda yaur soft &üh, the people skills, becorne more dcvclopcd and 
you tend to get to lmow the bighn lewl aspects of proj~err and assign people tbat you 
kww can accomplish the tasks ef!fiively and dclegate authority [CSP36]. 

Learning to k a Professional 

When a co-op d e n t  arrives at a wotkplace to begin a wotk t m ,  they enter a 

community of practice. Membership in a community of practice requires c w p  students 

to undergo a process of enculturation into the professional environment. Leaming and 

ski11 development take place during this pmess. 

Workplace expcriencc in an office and in a professional environment, that is important 
sain for me to h w .  Imporîant communications skills an developcd. Because you are 
ltemuig from pmfessionals in the field it is complctely differcnt h m  anythuig ihat you 
will have &ne in University classes [CSPS]. 

Through interactions in the workplace, and participation in the activities that malce up a 

ptofcssion, students begin to adopt the characteristics of its members, and start to develop 

a 'professional persona.' 

It cornes dom to the way you carry yorirsclf mon than auything. And that is someihiag 
ihat 1 lcamcâ on the work terms. In a profmional type job, you interact with a lot of 
people and a lot of Wmt personalitics, and you have to lcam how to deal with those 
petsonaiities and how to gct aroimd that It is somcthing that you donit reaiiy get much of 
in school [CSPI SI. 

Jwt bcing awsn of what 1 should bc lamuig and bcing aware of what lhings 1 want to 
take away h m  the wholc proccss. I'm mon coascious of wbat I'm doing wheo I'm in a 
workplace. A lot of di&rrnt things, üke king able to gct almg with otbcr people, 
meeting drsdlines, aü of tbose things that arc Uihanit to tbe profejsionai workplace 
[CSP31]. 

Tbey are encourageci to think 'me a professional' and to see their role as one of 

becorning a 'junior professional' rather than a c w p  student. One student explainecl " It 

was incrediile leaming, just working with them as a c w p  student. We took part in 

everything. We had little group meetings, and it made us feel l i e  real engineersn 

[CSP 131. 



Supervisors and co-wotkers are good sources of howledge about specific areas of 

practice. "1 was placed in with a team of workers and we got pretty good training. They 

provided small training courses with hands-m experience both h m  out supervisors, and 

other team-mates" [CSP6]. With assistancc fiom professionals in the workplace CO-op 

studcnts iaccease theu proficiency and skiIl level. And, as they increase their skül level 

they are given additional nsponsibilities. 

My last work tcrm was d y  good They provickd d y  good training and as you 
lcamcd dincrcnt skills and how to do things you moved dong in progression to whcrc 
you got increasing rcsponsibility [CSP23]. 

My last wok term did gcf my faot in thc door in q k w h g .  And 1 mean 1 got to leam a 
lot. And they did make a point of showing me, you b w ,  this is how you do this, OK 
A d ,  today you an going to learn this and ibis, p u  biow. And 1 certainly knew how to 
do a lot mon whcn 1 came out [CSP14]. 

The cosp program allows students to develop a repertoire of professional skills and 

accumulate a body of industry-specsc work experience. Through their forays into the 

world of work, they begin to f m  opinions of the value of that experience to employets 

making hiring decisions. 

1 think whcn an employa secs, oh wcli, shc's d e â  in a big plant, she bas worked out 
in tbe oil fields, she has doue îhis,  si^^ has done thPc, I tôink that will give mc a way bctter 
cbance for the job over someoae who bas just bem in school for four or five years 
[CSPl 21. 

Any time that you can show that you have cxpaicxpai~ and that cxpcrîence can nflect 
well on you, 1 am sure it has got to have some effm on potenrial cmployers [CSP44]. 

Without exception, students perceive that the ca-op designation acts as a signal to 

potential employets that they possess workplace-relevant skills and experience. "What 

it's saying to an employer is that I am confident, 1 am capable. I dont have the specific 

skilis possibly, but 1 have these gcneral skills that 1 cm mould and adapt to your 

situation" [CSPZ]. Students set the designation es a guaraatee of futute employment: 



Tven if1 never graduate with honours, at least 1'11 have co-op, aad that will comt for 

The value ofpmfcssioaal experience cornes to the fore as students develop confidence in 

th& workplace skilis. 

Expdmcc h the key to tbat c d d c a c t  that mkcs you t h .  Expenence...You have the 
concepts, but you have an%iety about bow they wock in the reai wld Metber you 
lcnow it or not, al1 those liitle unknomrr arc causing you little dents in your confidence. 
Whcn you gct out th- and p u  d l y  try iî, p u  start to see tbat it's do-able, this M i s  
do-able. And you reaiii h t  you can preny much wlorlr in any situation and makt things 
happen, and make it work. 1 ihink mpnience is the absolute key. Abwlutely! [CSP28]. 

Tfic leaniing that happens in the workplace seems to possess a durable, lasting quaîity. 

The activity involved in pctical application seems to affect how students remembet, and 

subsequently recall the procedure when required. 

Whm 1 leam somahing in ihc worlrplect 1 nmembcr it. Once 1 have a chancc to use it, it 
just mkes sense, 1 could go k k  to h same job t did fou y m  ago and still retnembcr 
how to do ail the basics. 1 may be a bit wty, but I will remunber it, whereas if 1 was to 
go back and ay io mi te  a formula 1 lcamcd in kt ycar, no way [CSP3 11. 

Thac am a lot of timcJ wticrr wc will look P a conccpt in one of my classes and I 
raidefftand it at the the, but 1 can't temcmber it later. Wbneas on my work term, if we 
work on that concept, and 1 can stt it, it sticks. 1 wiN remcmber that former [CSP4S]. 

Studenîs also believe that their workplace leaming experience will help them once they 

retum to University. 

kic goum so mgny SkÜlS ouBide the iiniversi-ty cnviroameat. I just complccad my 
honoiirs k i s ,  and 1 wddn't have bcen able to do nearly the job ua iî, had C not had ail 
tbe acperiarcc ouui& of the l m i d t y  [CSPIO]. 

Yw Icam how to coaQct rouftcifin a business environment, which dehiteiy helps 
whcn you'n &al@ with profcssors back &rt, or evea 1 1  TAS. Tbt wmk tmm gim 
you a cbaaee to show the wotld wfipt p u  can give to tbem. You laun to dcal wiîh 
d c t s ,  you have to m l w  them. You have to maLe prrscntations, you have to bc able 
to work in pups, yau hm to bc able to dtal witù dm pcopte of various cultraw and 
backgrounds and languagca ARd, p u  bave to ory and cajoy your wrk, and p u  b a n  to 
ny to mjoy the people lltaudyau. And that's been ihc biggest growing experience for 
me. i'vc leamed a lot about tbc wkl, but, more so about myseifl ami bow 1 ioteract with 
oiher people [CSPSq. 



Another important element of the co-op work-terni experimce is the ability to establish a 

network of contacts in communitiea of professional practice, "so you knaw people there 

who can say: 'gee, I know him, 1 have worked with hh. Or, we trained him, we will give 

him a job.' That sort of idea" [CSPlO]. Students understand that they can increase their 

access to information and opporîmities by increasing the number of networks in which 

they participate. 

1 began to sec that you have to bave both a studat network as well as an employer 
network if you want to get by in s c h l  and get the job you want at the end of it [CSP44]. 

It's al1 telationships and mmmks. It's gctting to know your colleagues, and them getting 
to know what skills and abiiities you can add to their projeci. Aud also having contacts in 
other companies, king able to 6nd out what is going on by having contacts inside a 
Company so you can prrparr yourselfpropcrly [CSPtO]. 

The development and maintenance of networks is viewed by four out of five students as 

instrumental in pmvid'ig employment opporhnities upon graduation. Knowledge of 

employers' expectations and information derived Çom networks of contacts developed on 

work tenns helps to shape casp student's perceptions of the labour market, and impacts 

futute carcer decisions. 

You do build d o n s .  Lots of third and fourih mirlc-terni people got the jobs îhey arc 
in now, because of when tbcy wiorked ttefotc, They met somcor that works like at a 
private company or evcn in the gowrrmtcnt, staycd m c~a~llunication with them, and 
were able to get their nmt work term when they wanted. So, when you do graduate, you 
have built some conuecîions, and you arc able to nini that into a full-time job [CSPll]. 

Mer experiencing a number of c w p  work ternis some students form speciîic ideas of 

the direction they want their career to take. They then begun to actively position 

themselves for entry into that field, and demand more challenging work placements. 

Iwas vay, vayselcctive inwhatIwaMcdtodo,whereIwantedto workonîhiscwp 
term. 1 wasn't going to sctile for anything lcss biaa what this job was because 1 h e w  that 
was the direction 1 wanted to go [CSP3]. 

Clearly what you arc willing to takt as tirs& y a  snuknis is quite différent h m  what 
youk willing to taLt as a third or fourîh ycar sndcnt. Because you arc expechg, you are 
wanting, to l e m  more. Yau bave more kaowledge. You have more eXpenence. You 
have more cxpe t t k  You want wm and différent chllenges. [CSPlO]. 



Some arc even wilüag to take lower-paying work terms in exchange for enrichad work 

cxperimcq which they believe wili bwefit tbem a f k  graduation. 

During thcir tirne in the workplace, studenîs observe how quickly changes are occurring 

in the labour market. A third-year engineering stu&nt suggested that "envitoaments in 

the workplace are changing on a monthly basis, even quicker" [CSP3]. By offering 

students a variety of experiences in these changing work environments, c o s p  prepares 

them fm the dynamic reality of the workplace. Another student explained it this way. 

By piag in and out [of the woritplaae], p u  see the chaagcs as they progress, So in that 
way, 1 CO-op cm give sîudents a valuable insight inio what ifs like wtside of the 
school environment-which is a complctely difftrrnt w d d  [CSP24. 

A smaii number of shidcnts perceive discipline-specific expericnce to be of such 

importance that they will extend the duration of their undergraduate program to u n d d e  

more than the required number of work terms and gain specific types of experience. They 

believe that the additional work experience wiil assist them in Ianding the 'perfect job,' 

or fuethering their career ambitions. This is evideat in the Chemistry shidents who 

exceeded the reqW number of work terms, one to gain experience at a large h g  

matlufktum, ad ananother at a Cancer Agency, in order to enhance their applications to 

mcdical schoof. It is a h  cvident in the Engineeting stwlents who seck extra work terms 

in a specific ana ta enhence theu chances of employmcnt in a s p c c i ~  field. 

Receiving market-rate wages on work terms provides the financial resources to enable 

students to delay k i r  graduation whiie they sccumulate additiod work experience; it 

also d m  cosp students to complete an undergraduate &gree relatively debt fhe. 



Wbile financial tesources are an important consideration for al1 imiversity students, they 

are of special signüicanct for those p l d g  to procecd to graduate schwl. C m p  

students can continue their education with a clean finacial slate. 

Thanks to cmp I will graduate dcbt fm which was a requirement of mine when 1 
enroiied. 1 am not going to be beholden to, studeat lm afte~ 1 graduate, because 1 want 
to go to graduate school and that wüi cost p l a y  [CSP38]. 

When 1 finish my c o q  program I want to gct a graduate degrce, but 1 doa't want to end 
up with a big debt So, 1 wmt to see i f1  can conviace wmebody to sponsor me to do a 
P D  [CSP17]. 

Through experience in îhe professional workplace shidents see fmt-hand how hiring 

decisions are made. As discussed carlier, tbis reinforces their perception of the 

importance that ernployers place on relevant skills aMi experience. On their retum to the 

classmm, thenfore, many students seet to ensure that they will accumulate as much 

jobspecific course work as possible, to ensure a smooth transition on graduation to a job 

of their choice. 

Section Sumnirry 

in this section 1 presented data h w n  fiom institutional and deparimental documents, 

results of the d e n t  survcy, interviews with ~ î o r s ,  faculty, coordinaton and 

students to provide a broad general o v e ~ e w  of workplace contcxt of CO-op. By focusing 

cm details of the d e n t  interviews their expcrience of the CO-op work tenn was revealed. 

Students enroll in cosp to develop practid skills, accumulate discipline-specific 

experience and career direction. C o q  students have ambitious plans for the futute. 

Those in mandatory cosp pmgrams ate more likely ta seek employment in their field 

M y  after graduation, than their couterparts in voluntary CO-op pmgrams. On 



average, more than onahalfof CO-op students iuclude graduate education as part of their 

caceer planning. C w p  students in Chemistry appear the most likely to pursue graduate 

education and Engineering cosp students the least likely. Cosp students expnssed 

confidence that they would find ernployment upon graduation h m  tâeu program. 

The work tenu sets cosp studeats apat h m  nona-op students. 1 provided evidence of 

the way in which students select and are selected for colop placements, and teportecl theù 

satisfaction with the work term. When on a work term they represent univenity CO-op 

pmgrams to the community and society in which the workplace is embedded. The CO-op 

work terni is a benchmark by which students gauge theù success, and a yardstick by 

which they measure whether theic expectations of c w p  arc king met. Coop work tans 

allow students to gain discipline-spacific wo* expecience, develop professional networks 

and üack changes in the labour market. Through interactions with professionals in the 

workplace, and participation in the activities that make up a profession, c ~ p  students 

begin to think and act like a junior professional in a community of practice. 

University administrators and fscuity membm achowledge that the leaming and skill 

development that takes place on the work term mets the widec mandate of the University. 

Students contend that leamhg skills in the milieu of workplace practice leads to a deeper 

understanding than can be pmvidcd in the classroom, and petceive the CO-op designation 

as a signal to potential employers that they possess workplacarelevant skills and 

experience. Co-op work terms provide the financial =sources to enable some students to 



M a y  thch graduation whiie they accumulate additional work experience, and allow 

d e n t s  to camplete an undergraduate degtte relativtly debt free. 

It is evident h m  discussions with students, that the activities and experience 

encountered in the professional workplace have the greatest potential to affect students' 

perceptions of leaming at work. But we cannot overlook the other aspect of CO-op 

leaxning-the traditional classroom. in the next section 1 investigate students' learning 

during the acadcmic tem. 

Part II: The Academic Context 

in the previous section 1 presented the results of ca-op students' activities in the 

workplace and detailed their experience on a CO-op work tem. In this section 1 continue 

the presentation of results, focusing this tirne on what happens to c o q  students when 

they tetuni to the University after completing a work term and engage in M e r  

coursework. 1 present data on cosp students' participation in the academic conte*+ 

context fiam«l by facdtylstudent/coursework relationships-and describe how the 

university reinforces the development of cosp students. 1 outline d e n t s '  perceptions of 

the mie of the university in abstracting professional knowledge and assisting the 

professional development of CO-op students; explore the strategies c w p  students use to 

meet the demands of academic coursework; and describe how students see themselves as 

leamers in that pmcess. 

As in the previous section, data are dtawn b m  institutional and depattmentd documents, 

the student swey, adminisirator, facdty, ccoordinator, and student intewiews, as weii as 
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personal field observations to detail CO-op students' academic experience. Data are 

pnsented accordhg to a n u m k  ofbroad genetal themes. I begin with a general 

ovmriew of students' perceptions of the role of the University in cosp &cation tbea 

focus on the academic terni; student wtisMou; ski11 &clopment and feaming; and 

professimai devcloprnent. Subsequcntly, I link the two pcirts of the chapter through order 

and discipiine, and students' petcepti*ons of leaming. I conclude with a summary of the 

results of students' activities in both the academic and workplace contexts of cosp,  and 

identify patterns of responses as themes for analysis and interpretation in Chapter Six. 

Rok of the University in Coep Education 

The hi section of the student survey asked c m  students to provide a written respouse 

to the question 'bïnyour view how can universities best prepre stu&nts for success in the 

labour market? C o q  studcnt resprnisw wen clustered in three h a d  coitegories 

subsequently Iabelled: What can universities do? How cm they do it? What resources are 

neeàed? 

The resdts for this question must be hterpreted with caution. This was the final question 

on the survey. A s h b l e  proportion ofthe c o q  sample, 61 percent (n=449), did not 

offet any suggestiom. S o m  simply put a question mark next to the question, or 

suggested they didn't know, or indicatbd they ran out of t h .  Thetehre the number of 

c m p  stuclents respoading to thïs question ( ~ 2 8 8 )  rcpresents appmximately 39 percent 

of the total cosp sample. Table D5 (Appendix D) iadicates tbat more than two-thirds of 

participants responding in this category suggest that univedes should teach more 

practicai (technical) skills. ûîhers see an integratim of practicd and g e n d  siciils as an 
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imporîant function while a small number suggest a necd for the provision of more general 

skills. Appmximately seven percent of the tespondents suggest that it is not the purpose 

of the university to prepare students for the labour market. Students elaborated on this in 

interviews. 

I jus& thin& chat îhere's mon to m've~ity than just getting a job and 1 îbink tbat a lot of 
people lose sight of that. They go, I'm at university just so that whm 1 get out 1 can get a 
S 4 0 , 0 0 0 ~  job and thai's wbat 1 want. if that's what you want, go take a hvo year 
diploma course and get that job. if yw'n in rmivcrsity, you'rc developing your mind, 
you'te leamhg sometbing m m  [CSP22]. 

The role of the univdty is to give you a base of knowldge, but not the expericnce. So 
that you bave a goad cnough mihîmdhg that you caa go out thcre and be able to gct 
the expcrience in the workplacc and do somthhg with it [CSP41] 

Table D6 (Appendii D) contains students' suggestions on how universities can prepare 

students for success in the labour market. Nearly one-haif of the students answering the 

question suggest that the university should provide more relevant courses. One-third feel 

that success in the labour market can be enhanced through the provision of more CO-op 

prograrns, and more spaces in existing prograrns. Approximately one-eighth contend that 

universities have a responsibility to improve the quaiity of teaching. 

Table D7 (Appendix D) indiCates stwlents' rcsponses as to the resources that are needed. 

Slightly more than one-half of respondents suggest the university should provide more 

curent labour-market information. Appmximately one-third of students suggests a need 

for more relevant work tenns, while others feel tkre should be p a t e r  options in regards 

to co-op employers. A smali group suggests that better labs with upto-date equipment 

would help prepare students for success in the workplace. 



Increasing d e n t  demand fbr c o q  programs ad& pressure on the University to fhd 

ways of creating more cosp spaces. One adminisîmtor expiamed that such a move 

"requires changes to the ôasc budget to allow for courses to be taught again in the 

summer for those students wha are out on a co-op work tenn in the winter," md the 

'heed to fhd rnoney in the renovation budget to bring co-op cottrdinators together to 

share htnicturtn and thcn "go af€er the government to fûnd more FTEs in ca-op" 

[SA4]. It was the opinion of this administrator that "the clustering of CO-op coordinators 

so they can work more closely together is a commitment h m  the central administration 

[of the univenity] for cosp." 

Another administratot describes the university's role in codp as contributing to a 

student's "complete" education. 

Thm an srül some pcopie in thc university who 1 tbink, don't umdasiand why we are 
involved in CO-op. But, once we bnak d o m  some of the old wisumpiions, W l y  1 think 
they will recogaizc that this is part of what contributes to a d e n t ' s  romplete education. 
1 don't think it is any accident that, in tbis place, some of tbc more mlicuide graduates 
are coming out ofco-op pro- (SA2 emphasis in original]. 

A third administrator suggested that CO-op adds value to the academic portion of a 

student's undergraduate program 

1 mean h m  a pcdagogicai point of view c w p  adds value but it dso adds value as a way 
of prcpping sndems for potcnM camr choices. 1 think thm's a consciousncss that we 
should k uJiqg it for that pr~poac as W. One of our rolcs is to prcpare rbcm 
acadcmicaüy for crurcns. 1 thuik that is rcfîcctad in a commitment to the notion of 
emtd ing  it in the acaâunic m i n g  ratber than baviag it scen as somcthuig that 
Nus padlel [sA3], 

While administrative support for the d e  ofcosp in the university is sîmng, there are 

still pockets of tesistance at the facuity levcl. One lonptime faculty member descdbed 

the continuai increase of c w p  programs as "somewhat disîurbing," and suggested that 

"particularly since the addition of the mandatory Business cosp, the centtality of the 



universityys Arts and Science cote has CTOded" [CF3]. Accordhg ta this faculty member, 

the shift occurred because of a replacement of ti-sts in senior administrative 

positions with top administrators who are either scientists or h m  professional schools 

[CF3]. This combination of a new administrative regime with the other extemal forces 

that are impacthg on the university, '%as placed us on a rather quick passage to the kind 

of institution which cm soon l o s  sight of our traditiod mts." It is not only happening 

hm, these trends are happening elsewhere. This gives some of us concem about the 

cvolution of the university as an institutiony' [CF3]. 

The cosp coordinators, as strong proponents of coq ,  more than compensate for any 

reservations that faculty may have about the role of CO-op at UVic. One coordiiator 

suggested "cosp really performs a major hction for the university by keeping it in 

touch with the surrouading communityy and one of the side benefits of CO-op is that we 

can bring faculty and employers together for joint research projects" [CPl]. They 

explaineâ that such joint projects wen made possible becawe "the coordinator knows 

wbat's going on in indusiry, and also knows wbat the faculty in theh depariment are 

interesteci in nscarching, and, therefore, the cwtdinatar cm be the bmker to bring the 

two sides together and get industry to invest some mmey in University researchy' [CPl]. 

Cosp  students, on the other hand, have individual perceptions of the role of the 

university in the cosp pmcess and of themseives as l a e r s  in that pmcess. Accordiag 

to one student, the mle of the University with regard to the coop program is to provide 

students with disciplinary knowledge but to leave the training and practical ski11 



development to employets. The linking of the two activities through co-op would thea 

nie mit of ihc univasity is to give you the base and thc kuowlcdgc, but not ihe 
cxpcrimcc. To cducate you so tbat you have a good enough uiadcrstandiag of a discipüne 
lhat you cm go out tbm and bc able to take the Icnowiedge ta a job and do xmahing 
with it. The role of employen in tbe c w p  program is to 6nd a way for you to appîy 
those skilis, rhat knowfedge, and hm thcm h o  experience [CSWI]. 

Other students view the University's role as one of teaching them how to leam in ways 

that enable the application of leaming to other areas of their life. Understanding the 

Unportance of the complementary modes of leaming in his co-op program led one student 

to perceive a need to "continue learning probably for the rest of my Me" [CSP44]. 

Another student credits her program with teaching her how to think in more than one 

dimension. She therehre views the ptocess of c w p  as enhancing the traditionai role of 

the University. 

The traditional role of the University isn't to train you for a job. That is the role of 
technical schoois [which] arc fir Mer suited to turning out poteatially viable wa&m 
than the univcrsity. Universities hm out people who know how to tbinlc C w p  has 
taught me how to th%* and so it's adding to, not d l y  changing thc University's nile. 
The univcrsity is still tesponsible for tcaching you how to leam. What you do with chat 
leamhg is up to you and your employer [CSP3 11. 

The mle of the university is largely one of educating students, and then assisting their 

transfet to the workplace, argues another cosp student. The amount of effott expended 

by the Faculty an individual is enroiid in will detenuine a student's "success in making 

the transition h m  the university to the world of work." Accorciing to this student's 

argument, the test of a Facdty is the amouut of help they provide in the "mû world 

transfkt between getting a Bacbelor's degree* and getting a job." The Engineering Faculty 

was described as one of the most effective in this regard, since they "get students a job 

almost immediately" but, the Facdty of Science is not perceived as king as effective in 

this transition. 



Science is sort ofhit and miss. Soractllnes tky'n vay good, students siide right iato a 
job. ifyou sîudied ihe nght tfriags and at tbt ri@ tirne, the ri@ employer came dong 
snd aecdcd those exact skills, you'd gct in. But, if you am sort of in genaal Science, just 
0- around, no. 1 kl#IW people th&t havc had to c m  bnck ami get thtir omtct9 
degms, not because they wanted to, but because they couldn't gei a job in theu field and 
decided to go back to school [CSP38]. 

Because the Faculty of Commerce is new, the student continues, "it is diffïcult to gauge 

theu success in placing graduates" [CSP38]. But, accordhg to another student 

"Commerce students are assertive individuais who don9 need to cely on the Faculty, but 

take the initiative in finding jobs themselves" [CSP43]. Yet another student contends that 

the way in wbich the univenity c-ts the programs in various facdties, and "the 

personalities that each faculty attracts," will dtimately determine "if the university is 

performing its educational role ofprepathg studcnts" and how good a ûansfer 

mechanism they have in place 'Tor getting graâuates frum the univenity to the business 

world" [CSPLL]. But, the responsibility for the academic preparation of CO-op students 

does not test solely with the University. The amount that CO-op contributes to a students' 

overall education will ultimately be detemined by stuûents individual perceptions of 

leaming and their activities during the academic tem. 

The Academk Tetm 

Meeting the demands for course avaiiability in c w p  programs is challenging. Accordhg 

to one member of faculty, it is also one of the tests of the university's cornmitment to co- 

op in that it is "a real test of the unit's cornmitment to c o - ~ ~  and the demands of cosp, 

on time, on program arrangements, and indeed on curriculum" [CF17]. This sentiment is 

shared by another faculty membcr who says %ere is a place for c ~ l p  programs in 

almost every faculty, including Arts, and thmfore, it is something that should to a certain 



degree be cncomged.," Always provided, they cautioned "that we don't allow the tail to 

wag the dog" [CFS]. 

Scheduling yeac-round courses in a univenity that is not fonnally sûuctured on a 

trimester basis is challenging. A University administratoc comments that "becawe of co- 

op we are now increasingly becoming a tnmestered institution. Cosp is a genuine 

trimester program and it is pushing us that way" [SM]. Some programs have difficulty 

meeting increasing student demand for pacticular courses because of the university's 

requitements. As a c w p  coordinator explains, 

in this alternating sbuctun c w p  programs must start and end in an academic term. And 
thcy can't be summers dy. So, iht impact on the deparbncnt is that they have to offer 
mou@ courses for the studcni to continue Wu program in die summcr. And that's not 
always easy, particularly if the cdcpartncent hasn't traditionally ben offking a wide 
choicc of summer cowses [CM]. 

The academic curriculum specified by the univenity ensures that ca sp  students 

complete the same number of academic credit courses as non-cosp (general) students in 

meeting the cequirements for the b a c c a i a ~ t e  degree. Upon completion ofeach work 

term, therefore, CO-op students must rem to their programs for further coursework. In 

the engineering program, for example, approximately 200 students retwn to campus each 

semester to take courses and about the same number depart for a work term. With more 

than 600 students in the mandatory cagineering cosp program, about two-thicds of 

engineering students will be on campus at any one tirne. Students altemate between five 

CO-op work t e m  and eight academic terms to graâuate with the BEng. degree and a CU- 

op designation. This means that academic courses must be delivered year-round during 

three different sessions. During the Mi semester finit, second and fourth-year engineering 

students are on campus, while third and fW-year students are on c w p  work temis- In 



the spring semestm in ntSt, W and nftb-year arc on campus, and during the 

summer session only second and fourth-yeat students arc on campus. 

For the Chemistry program also, with approximately LOO students in cmp,  some two- 

thirds of students will b on campus each semester. The chemistry c o q  also offen a 

f i t e d  number of eight-month work ter- beginning in January or May, C o s p  students 

muse complete five work terms and eight acadcmic terms to graduate with the chemistry 

cosp designation. By accepting an optional work placement during their h t  year some 

students cm complete six work tems by the tirne they graduate. Other students 

voluntarily extend theu time in the program to dlow them to take additional work terms 

to develop specific expertise in a pauticular area. C o q  d e n t s  cm enroll in either a 

major or honours program in Chemistry. 

The Geography program has appmximately 200 sîudents enroUed in the c w p  program. 

Shidents must alternate between four work ternis and eight academic temis to graduate 

with the c o q  designatim. Most studcats will not undettake a work term until they have 

completed second year. Conse~uently, there are fewer geagraphy d e n t s  on work tenns 

during the winter semestcrs leaving more studeats on campus. This creates a certain 

amount of congestion and wait listing for courses. C o s p  students can e m l l  in either a 

major or honours program in Geopphy. 

The mandatory Business c o q  is the largest program on campus with over nine hundred 

stiadents. Students m u t  fht complete a par of general arts and sciences before applying 



to the Business cwp.  Once accepted they must complete tbm work terms and six 

academic terms to graduate h m  the program with a B.Com. with the cosp designati~a'~ 

Collsequently, a number of students seek a first work tenn aftec completing tirst-year 

Business courses. With such a large number of students, and the seasonal nature of some 

of the opportunities, a large number of business coop students are off-campus on CO-op 

work terms during the summer session. 

Satisfaction with the Academic Term 

There is a lot of activity when stwlents retum to campus h m  a work tenn. The first 

order of business is to decide on courses for the upcoming semester. For students in 

Engineering and Chemistry an established curriculum sets out the courses that must be 

taken in each academic session. A range of courses is also offered each academic term to 

accommodate areas of spccialization withii the programs. The courses are sûuctud to 

provide studcnts with increasing levels of academic knowledge as they pmgress through 

the program, equipping them to underiaice more advanceci training on each successive 

work tenn. 

Students in Business and Oeography also foiiow a core curriculum for each discipline but 

because of the nature of the programs and îhe structure ofthe labour market there is more 

flexibility in d e n  students can schedule the required academic and work terms. Because 



course offérings are limited during the summer session, one student suggests that "a lot of 

people would rathet go on a work term in the summer than stay in school" [CSPq. The 

shorîage of summer-session courses crcates added pressure for CO-op cootdiaators. They 

m u t  nnd appropriate work tenns at a time of year when students h m  al1 higher 

education institutions are competing for a limited number of "good" summer placements. 

At certain times of the year, therefore, bottlenecks are created as increasing numbers of 

students atternpt to enroll either for a work term or in specific courses. 

To obtain a general overview of co-op students' satisfaction with the couses in their 

program they were asked in the studcnt swey  to report levels of satisfaction with various 

aspects of delivery of courses. The results presented in Table Da (see Appendix D) 

indicate îhat ovedl, the majority of cosp students in the study appear genetally satisfied 

with tbe delivey of courses in thtir program. One student sutns it up thus: 

I think tht counc work has bcai good I thinlt it's ken valuable. 1 bave been impmsed 
with the professors that 1 have had. Some in particular have been d y  good and just, 
you reaily look up to thcm. And 1 have brm i m p d  with that. 1 think that 1 have some 
Mis now wbich will be valuable in the wotkplace jCSP391. 

Chemistry students describeci how well co-op is integrated into the department, with 

'Tour-month courses rather than year-long courses." Having every required course in 

chemistry designed like that "makes it really easy to be a CO-op student" [CSPlfl. And, 

because the program is small enough, c w p  students are assigned a faculty advisor who 

assists them with various c w p  activities. 

Roikam nally likt cosp siuduUs. You let thcm know you arc in cwp, and that you 
bave worked hcrc and hcre and hm, and balf of the the they know one of your [wu& 
tenn] supcnrisors [CSPZ]. 

And, students in the Engineering suggest that their courses are designed to assist c o q  

students thmu& a pmess of incremental skills development. 



In engiaaring they are d y  helpful. Thcy wmt you to get h u g h  And bcwusc it's 
eoginccrin& obviously, it's rcally dinctcd towsrb skills. And tbcy terich you a fnv skiils 
ibcnoendyououtoncosp. W & n y o u c o m t b a c k t & y ~ y o u a f n v m o r c . ~ o £ ~  
tbingj 1 teally -ate is that 1 have the chance to reaiiy leam some vaiuabk skiiis. if1 
would say auyîbing about the program, 1 thinic it should be more skilis oriented [CSPW 

Business, Chemisîry and Engineering students teport -ter satishction witb the 

availability of courses in their program, than students in Geography. Wbile otherwise 

generaily satisfied with the delivery of courses in theù program, c w p  students in 

Geography complain that their program is "plagued by wait-lists for certain courses" 

[CSPI] and the ~rovkion  of required technical courses is inadequate to student &rnand9' 

[CSPI O]. Technical courses usually have a large lab component and this appears to be a 

principal cause of congestion. For example, the Geographic Information System (GIS) 

course-which students suggest is highly prized by employets-can take only 10 

students in the lab at one tirne. 

The length of waitlists for certain programs causes fhsüation among codp students. As 

one commented "last term it was harder to get into my courses thaa it was daing the work 

in the courses! That was the hardest work, rrying to get in" [CSPlS]. For some 

ûeography co-op students, thetefore, the difiiculty of enrolling in certain courses was an 

issue that motivated them to develop alternative strategies. One d e n t  explains: 

Because of tht difficuity of gming into classes 1 need,when 1 cegista, 1 always sign up 
for sewn or cight classes a semestal just because if 1 don't get into some of- 1 mcd 
baclnips. L i  1 evennially endeâ up gcaing the corpses 1 mted but the proccss was just 
terrible ...m wcks of going to eight classes bccausc you don't know which w you'm 
going to get in [CSPI '1). 

Availability of courses or lack theteof is perceived by some Geography students as an 

indicator of the University's cornmitment to leaming. 



The survey sought opinions on c o s p  students' satisfiiction with access to instmctors; that 

is the level of willingness of instnictors to discuss academic matters outside of reguiar 

class tirne. Because the Chemistry cosp is well-inttgrated into the department, it is not 

swprising that Chemistry students report greater satisfaction with the availability of 

instnictors than students in other pmgrams. 

C o s p  students appear to be generally satisfied with university facilities; Business and 

Chemistry students indicate greater satisf~ction than Engineering or Geography students. 

In part, the satisfaction reportcd by Business students might ôe attributed to the recent 

opening of cornputer labs in the new building that now houses their program. 

Business students are the most satisfied, and Geography students the least satisfied, with 

the siw of classes in their pmgram. This may be due to the number of individual courses 

offered in the various streams of Business, combined with the newer, well-designed 

classrooms in which Business classes are held. Alsa, a number ofevening sessions are 

available to Business students, which is not the case for other programs. Business 

students thus enjoy a greater range of attendance options resdting in smaller classes and 

greater satisfaction. 

Quality ofteaching varied between the different c o q  pmgrams. Much of the teaching in 

the sciences involves straight-fmd lecture delivery of materials. In my in-class 

observations, the professor would come into the class, and pniceed to lecture throughout 

the allotteci class tirne. In the classes thet used ûaditional lecîure methods students 



demonstrated a behaviour that was rcplicated in al1 swh classes. Ifthe instnictor used an 

overhead transpatcncy, students would devote theù time to trying to copy the details of 

the overhead into theù notebooks. In concentrathg on this they were largely ignoring the 

instnictor's explanation of wbat the diagram represented. There were few opportunities 

for questions because of the Pace of the delivery. ïhere were also few questions raised by 

students who appeared intent on copying the diagnuns into their notebooks. In the non- 

science programs, in contrast, classes were pmciuated by student questions. Questions 

were answered and student opinions noted. Instructors offen challengeci students to 

investigate the area more thomughly. 

Geography classes were usuaiiy high-energy classes in cornparison to engineering 

classes, which consistecl largely of the instnictor delivering material and students taking 

notes. Many Business classes were dso mimated and went beyond the delivery of course 

material. For example, in one class students were divided into groups and asked to 

demonstrate the skills required in negotiating a partnership arrangement between a 

Canadian Company (represented by one group of students) and a Japanese fhn 

(represented by another group of students). The nmaiader of the class was responsible 

for rating each group on theù performance and demonstration of specific skills. Needless 

to say these insûuctors were the ones ratcd rnost highiy by students as teachers who not 

only understd the reai world (outside academe), but dso c d  about students. Students 

in Business rated the quality of teaching in theu program highest, while students in 

Engineering, where much of the teaching concentrateci on the delivery of curriculum 

materials, rated quaîity of teaching lowcst among the programs studied. 



During my visits to the classmms 1 saw little acknowledgement that the majority of the 

class was made up of cosp students. In the larger Chemistry and Geography classes an 

obse~er  codd not disthguish between c w p  and non-cosp students. And, while 

observing a Business class, 1 noted one fàculty member asking students in class "ou 

guys an taking c w p  ami? you? What is it al1 about? What sort of things do you do in 

co-op?" Because Business is a mandatory cwp ,  one might expect more faculty 

familiarity with the program. Notwithstanding the above, students in Business, like 

students in al1 the programs studied, rated access to instnictors higher than other variables 

of satisfaction with theù courses. 1 have no way of knowing, however, whether the c m p  

classmms 1 observed arc any different h m  regular classes. Had 1 spent more time in the 

clasmms 1 mi& have observed diffetcnt behaviour. However, the length of tirne 1 was 

able ta devote to in-class observations was limited. 

Once students have confimecl thcir courses for the upcorning academic tenn they seek 

out fiends and classrnates in their c w p  cohort to exchange information about 

experiences on the work tems. Students consider this a valuable opporhinity to "ünd 

out" about employers and discuss fiiture plans. 

Whai you come back h m  a c w p  tenn it's just d y  good to sit down and talk with 
fiicnds and othcr cosp people about your eXpCnmcee Tbese arc the samc people that we 
arc in class with and we al1 do uwp at the same cime. So it's good to get together and 
Éallr abaut what we leamed, and wbo had a good c o q ,  and what the job was like, and 
what we want to do for the next one, and what the Company was like to work for and 
whrit the pcople wcn like, and aii thai. 1 mam it's good for co-op sndents to get together 
because that's how word of employas gcts muud and how we plan our lie [CSP14]. 

The ~ n v ~ r k i a g  among c o q  shdents is pntty good Some rotations are Mer than 
ochaS. Our rotation is gat. 1 mean, cverybody knows cvcrybody. And information is 
pmty mwit passai aroued my easiiy. So ifsomeone, you know, is thinlring about going 
on a job, somme wiil say, (iaughta) if 1 wae you, 1 muid check it out and see wbat 
otbas say about it befom you go in tbae [CSiZ]. 



Most studmts see only benefits in networking with members of their cohort to exchange 

information and idcas, but thm is a possible downside. The stnicture of the cosp 

ptogtsm tends to restrict îhe network of social relationships with students outside the 

program and cohort. 

The only people that w usually see are people in our rotation, the people who are on the 
four months on four months off rotation, who you're always at school with and always at 
work with. So it is barder to keep the same fiiends acnially, who aren't in the c m p  
program [CSP17]. 

The bad point of c w p  is fhat al1 of my ûiends are agineers. 1 only know enginm. And 
every time 1 desperately try and escape and meet some other people, you know, 1 always 
get suckcd back [CSP18]. 

Returning to campus to continue with coursework is an opportunity for students to select 

specific courses that, fhm their work term experience, they perceive to be in demand. As 

one student comments "1 now have a general idea of where the market is going and where 

I'd like to see myself after 1 graduate and what kind of courses 1 need to take to get there" 

[CSP23]. Another says 

On the work term 1 leamed more about where the good jobs are and the qualifications 
they are lwking for. So, when 1 came back [IO University] 1 lwked for courses that would 
give me those skiils or qualiications. Those are the coinses 1 am taking now [CSP45]. 

Often, it isn't decisions over courses that cause students most concem. A small number of 

students were confiicted by the rotation between the univenity and the CO-op workplace. 

They express dficulty in decidimg which context they p r e f d  to leam in. '1 don't 

d y  know why, but 1 spend most of my tirne at work wishing 1 was in school, and most 

of my t h e  in school wishing 1 was at work" [CSPlS]. For others the perceived benefits 

of a good work terni are strong enough to create uncertainty about the order of their 

rotation. Some would consider abaadoning an academic term, even after they have 

secured enrollment in the courses they require, to participate in a good wotk tmn. 



1 wasn't sure whether 1 m t e d  a woric term or wimeiba 1 m e d  to go to school, and for 
once 1 had al1 the classes tbat 1 wanted this semester, so 1 kind of wanted to go to school. 
But if a good job came up, 1 wodd take it [CSPll]. 

Students perceive difficulty in retuming to the mutine of the academic term after 

spendiig time in the workplace, and particularly about King able to "pick up where they 

lefi off' in their d e s .  

Four months, it smns short, but you slart k@ng stuff &a four maths. That's 
miaialy an issue of having a worlr term bmmn ciass nrms, it's difficuit sometimcs to 
get back into the matcrial [CSP23] 

Whcn othcr students [non-coops] go straight h u g h  thcy have eigbt months at a theI  
and you obviously don't fotget thinp bmvtni one ScmcJtcr and de vay next semater. 
Whereas with us, you go on a four month work mm and if it's not related to the courses 
you just twk you forgct cwrything. And then w h  you m e  back to class you have to 
go and releam it al1 h m  the textbook [CSF29]. 

This student made the point that by constantiy revisiting the matecial "What was that? 

How do 1 do that again?" they were actually reûecting on pnvious leaming and, "findiing 

ways to make it usefiil" without having to releam it "a year or two d e r  you graduate 

Those who are confident of doing well in their courses, and who know the importance of 

grades in the academic context, welcome the opporhmity to rcturn to familiar grouod. 

1 had a good c m p  experience. It was my f i  ccwp tnm and it reaiiy related [to my 
courses]. 1 hope that after 1 finish this term 1 can get one that is even benet. 1 will know 
more and hopefully that wiU help. It was so neat to actuatly lcarn how 10 acnially do 
tbgs.  T h  is still M I  still couldn't do, buî ma* next time whm 1 know a bit more. 
[CSrn]. 

1 am known to bc prdty anai about my courses in scbool. 1 know how important grades 
an. And, when 1 ga off a work tcnn it's jwt iikc I cm reiax a bit more badc m school. 
Because 1 know that 1 have the knowicdgc and 1 hew the skills and 1 can do this. Aad 1 
don't have to wony as much about it as 1 do wiîh a job [CSP33]. 

The cosp rotation suits the leaming style of some studeats-to such an extent that they 

would now f i d  it difIicult to follow a traditional ecademic pattern of semestered 

coursework. 



1 nnd coip is good fot giving you a brtalc h m  scbool. 1 have a real pmblcm going to 
SM for eight months at a the. It is d l y  harâ And 1 iike going out on the wotL tam, 
becauseitgiwsmta~BuiI'mstillustogmybrain,IamJtillusingthtsniffhtI 
am lcaming in school. But it gives me a break h m  that academic sctting [CSPI SI. 

1 have thought about it a lot. Because of the way 1 leam ad more important the tbings 1 
leam an ceop 1 miuldn't be able to do two semestem of school in a row [CSPIL]. 

The emphasis on grades, and the way the academic portion of CO-op is stmctmd bothers 

some students. There is a perceived trade-off between high grades and 'real' knowledge. 

A learning style süuctured amund short-term memocization produces high marks, but at 

the expense of understanding. One student argues that "the whole [idea] of going through 

university is to l e m  how to leam. Not to l e m  how to do a particular thhg or job." If the 

University is doing its job it won't matter which discipline a student is in; they "wiU still 

leam how to leam" [CSP3 11. The difticulty comes, she argues, when students are asked 

to leam something without an opportunity to develop understanding through application. 

"If1 haven't used it 1 don? remember it," she says. "Although I get really good marks, 

[and] I'm told 1 am stroag in this field, 1 cadt remember the coursework." The immediate 

course demands are such that previous leaming is displaced by current materiai. This 

waste d e s  her feel "ceally sad" that she has spent so much t h e  and "so much effort 

leaming how to leam" when, without opporhmities to pcactice, she won't cemember 

anyîhing h m  her courses [CSP3 11. But, learning and ski11 development ate supposed to 

go hrtnd in hand in cosp. 

Skill Development and Ciautoom Learning 

The discipline-specific coursework that CO-op students take in their academic program is 

intended to prepare îhem for increasingiy chaüenging and responsible positions on 

successive work terms. Table D9 (AppendUr O) presents the nsults of co-op shmdents' 



ttsponscs to questions on the survey regarding the extent tbat îheir program provides 

them with skills that are usefiil in the wotirplace. nie results indicate that, broadly 

speaking, c w p  students are satisfied with the skiiis, knowladge, and opportunities 

provideci by theu program. Business students report si@cantiy greater satisfaction with 

the development of skills in critical thinking, decision-making, speaking, team-work, and 

leadership skills than students in othet programs [x2 = 48.26 (12) .001]. Chemistry 

students report non signiûcant differences in gaining in-depth knowledge of a field of 

study, wbile Engineering shidents report signincantly greater access to information on 

jobs in their field, opportunities to meet potential employers, and chance of a good 

incom to a greater extent p2 = 21.50 (9) p .OS] than students in the other programs. 

Geography students report that they develop writiag skills and derive knowledge for self- 

improvement to a greater, but non-significant, extent t h  students in other programs. 

When we look at the extent cosp students perceive that their program provides 

opportunities to develop skills, knowledge and opportunities an interesthg picture 

emerges. On those parameters that we usually associate with the 'academic' context of 

the c ~ p  progtam (for example critical tbjnking skills, decision-making SUS, writing 

and spaking skills, team-work and leadership skills), students in Business-a highly 

practical d i s c i p l i ~ f o r  the most part rate their program higher than c w p  students in 

the other programs. On the other hand, in areas that might be considered more closely 

associated with the workplace context (fbr example specEc job skills, knowledge of a 

field of study, information on jobs h the field, opporhmity to meet potential employers 

and information on the labour market) students in the 'academic' sciences (Engineering 



and Chemistry) rate theu programs highct tban students in Business. This suggests that 

the Business program is meeting the acdemic needs of stucîeats, but not necessatily their 

cosp needs. Support for this supposition can be found in the negative tone of the 

comments presented earlier wfien students discussed the quality of work-tenu placements 

in the Business c w p .  

Geography and Business students rate theu programs higher than those in Chemistry and 

Engineering for the ability to develop g d  writing skills. Communication skills are 

essential not only in the workplace, as discussed earlier, but also in other walks of life. 

Writing is a cote skill of conununicating. n e  ability to communkate in writing-and the 

level of that ability-can affect a petson's Life chances. in the university, students with 

enhanced writing skills will receive betier grades. Everything fiom term assignments to 

scholarship applications tequires an ability to write clearly and concisely. 

C w p  stuàents complain, however, tbat they have little opportunity to develop Wnting 

skills beyond the work term report. Tbey tend to feei tbat because the work tenn has no 

academic credit attached to it there is littie attention or effort devoted to assisting students 

ta improve their skills. ifa student decides they wish to p u e  graduate snidies in the 

future, as a number have indicated above, they will discover that writing skills are much 

prized-and rewarded-in the academy. Along with writing skills, verbal skills are also 

essential to students' flltute socid mobility. The individual with well developed 

communication skills in writing and speakiag (combined with good Iistening skills) will 



navigate the modern academy and workplace with much -ter ease tbaa iudividuals 

with lesser capabilities. 

Chemistry and Engineering students rate theu progcams higher than Business and 

Geography for the abiiity to develop specific job skills, knowledge ofa field of study, 

information on jobs in the field, opportunities to meet potential employers, and chance of 

a good income. This might be explained, in part, by the dedicated nature of the workplace 

experience of c w p  students in the sciences. There are defhed labour markets for 

Chemists and Enginecrs, whereas Geographem and Business graduates might be found in 

a more diverse array of employment. Because of the dehed labour market students in 

Engineering and Chemistry have greater oppoihuiities to obtain cosp  work terms that are 

directiy relateci to their academic coursework, and as a mult derive greater financial 

tetums. The focus on development of skills for a dedicated labour market might also 

explain the lower rating given by science snidents for their program's ability to provide 

knowledge for self-impmvement, which was mted higtiest by Geography, and Business 

students. 

Students can use the knowledge gaineci in the academic classroom as a base on which to 

expand their skills and lcnow1edge through pmtical applications in the workplace. Both 

cosp faculty and coordinators support an incremental appmach to academic training in 

preparing d e n t s  to e m k k  on simccessively more challenging work placements. They 

recognize the importance of having c o q  stwlents bring theu workplace experience back 

to "enrich the classroom." One faculty member sums up the situation as foilows: 



When they've got a certain lcvel of skili dnnlopmcntthai they go out and appiy that. 
Thcn they'rt leamhg more on the watk tenn, auri they'n bringing that e x p h c e  and 
imdeffcanding bock to th dassmom. That's th nelly important part. niey can shan 
their eXpenence, pas  it on to othcr sîudenk So WC beiievc that it enriches the classroom 
and the campus to have c04p [CR]. 

Thus, planning appropriate work tznn placements is an integral part of ongoing 

Proper placements are so important for the studait to get the expcricace that they necd so 
thatwhmthcy&come~kto~claslPw>m,thcy'rcmoti~AM1therr'snothing 
that o p m  the mind fiuter than, y w  know, having a good -nicc like tbat and then 
wanting to go to the next stage [CP3]. 

In each CO-op program the disciplinary courses pmvi& basic lcnowledge of the field, and 

the workplace provides opporhinities to develop knowlcdge through application. Students 

must ihst be equipped with the core knowbdge of a profession, before they apply the 

howledge in the workplace to develop practical skills. 

In class, they can't prepare you for every job. If you go into a brokerage that is going to 
be d i f f m t  than what you'n going to be d o i i  if yw go into a bank or something. But I 
thiak for the most part that the couses caa provide ihe basic skills, or the gencric skills. 
Yeaû, and we are University sàidents. We can apply the btowledge that we have leamed 
to the acnial job [CSPZS]. 

1 think having the background of coiirscs provides you with the kuowledge that you can 
leam how to do something. You'vc got a background and understanding of some things, 
and wiien you specitically apply it to the job, yau cm maybe sec some devance of your 
courses thnc [CSP24]. 

The issue of transfer of classmm leaming to the world of work is important. During the 

interviews some students discuss W e r r i n g  recently acquired skills fmm one arena to 

another. For example, one sîudent describes how knowbdge and skills acquired in the 

classmm benefits their subsequent leamhg in the workplace. 

Basically it's the problem-solving skills and the stuff you lcarncd how to do in class, in a 
different way that helped me in the warkplace. It's not like M y o u  a d y  learned that 
you couid apply, it was the way you thougbt about ihe sniffyou l m e d  [CSP23] 

The student demonstrates an undetstanding of the importance of reflection and praxis 

when t r a n s f d g  skills learned in the classmom to the workplace. Another student 

suggests that it is not just the possession of skiils thet is important but rather an 
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understanding of how they cm be applied in dinetent situations that d e  hem 

Thy say that ttarwfcroblc skills an &y the key these days, and 1 think 1 have some of 
thost, alm the abiiity to learn and to adapt, and lhat son of thing. 1 have got trausfmble 
sküis out of my CO-op jobs that an be applicd to o k  jobs. So it's not exacüy what you 
have lcarned in class but it's Mdastaading how things, how your job &Ils Md personai 
skius apply to othct tbings [CSP39]. 

Beyond the potential for transfer of knowledge between the dual contexts of CO-op the 

results indicate that the cosp cotation suits the particular leamhg style of some students. 

They find tbat the work tenn's practical experience provides a foundation that later 

ailows conversion of theoretical knowledge into understandmg, rather tban the other way 

around. For othcrs, the altemation betwcen the classtoom and workplace helps to 

structure the lcaming quired for a profession. 

If you lcatn it in school6rst, and then do it on the job, you don'tleam it as wclL For me 
its bettcr the other way arouad. I'd d e r  sce my hand leam it nrst and then my head So, 
leaming the application is more important nrst and thcn 1 can understand the theoretical 
part when 1 come back into the classmm [CSP26). 

1 mean, I'm glati we have a couse stnrtiin that m c m  acnially take a work tenn and 
then go to school for a term, and then take a wo& term again. It makcs it a lot easier to 
leam what Co do, and then how to do what you're studying. And, by the time you finish 
your work tenn, you basically want to go back to school anyway and by the time the end 
of the schaol tm comes around, you are ready to go back to work [CSPI'I]. 

Some stuc&nts contend that academic coursework only prepares students to a certain 

level. To "do a job pmfessionally," they contend "requires that employers provide some 

training, ta increase levels of pmficiency," and "enable individuals to either stay with the 

employer or move across to another Company at the same level, or even move up" 

[CSP3]. Another student sums up the rolc of CO-op as follows: 

Tbe mle ofco-op then becomes one of intalacing the two. C w p  d y  is that link 
berna the two kiads of lcarning...and it provides something that evenhially le& to a 
canernot just a job [CSP41]. 



For many cosp students, leaming the course material in their program is hard work. As 

one puts it "in the workplace students leam to wotlr, and in the classroam they work to 

learn" [CSP45]. Both contexts demand different types of thinking skills. 

With c w p  it's a diffaenr way of thinking, and wrking. At work it's a lot more 
mechanical, a lot more applied chinking whaeas at school it's a lot more theoretical, a lot 
more sort of tugging on your braiu. Whcmis at work it's well, if you don't know 
somahing, you just go ask somebody [CSPîl]. 

To develop an understandimg ofthe course material, and to be motivated to leam it, some 

W n t s  need to relate leaming to futiw workplace use. Subsequent application on the 

work term then reinforces understaaâing. 

If you have the coursc befhc [the work km], ilacn you know whai you cari do wih it. It 
maLes it a lot more inkrwtiab and if itts a lot more i n t e d g  to me, 1 tend to work 
barder at ii, so 1 understand it a lot more. Rather dian just this thing on the black board - 
section X, that you bave CO know by mid-tcnn or memotize by the mam, and that you 
scufne out of your brain right aftcr it. Cosp reinforces it, so it sort of gives you a grester 
appreciation and understanding of the course d a l .  It's sort of links the two together 
[CSP28]. 

While some students were enthusiastic about linking the classroom with the workplace 

others expressed reservations. Some studaits describeci the dissatisfaction with the 

academic component that arises when course insüucton f i l  to acknowledge what has 

been learned on the work term. Enthusiasm for c lasmm learning is quickly darnpened 

when students are not given the opportunity to integrate workplace and academic learning 

on their return to the classroom. 

1 came back and 1 think I'd reaily done somc growing over the time I was doing cosp - 1 
really had a F a t  time on co=op. It was disappointing ihat thert was so little follow up. I 
just felt that berc 1 was back in the classrnoni again, and 1 was doing the same old-same 
016 Evcything that I'd leamed on cosp had sort of becn forgotten. 1 just felt that, "Yeah, 
th* forgottcn about what i'wjust dom." T k y  wcren't interested in my experiences - 1 
was back in schwl, and 1 was just another studait acpected to do îhe same old things in 
class again [CSiU]. 

Rather than having his co-op experience reinforceci, this ment  feels he is king 

sociaiizeâ back into a subordhate status in an academic classroom, where he is taught 



about a discipline d e r  than aboui leoiming and enhancing discipünary skills, and 

Because they are mtated in and out of the classroom, codp students h d  keeping up with 

course work especially demanding. They tend to re1y on each other for assistance, 

forrning study groups to ease the pnicess. Some feel that the workload is too heavy for an 

individual to manage alone, suggesting that seeking help h m  others is essential. 

1 wouid never be able to do it al1 on my owa There is just some sniff that you don? 
understand and can't get out of the book You have to find sorneone that does understand 
[CSPI 81 

1 thinlt people mrk togeth a lot in eagiimring kcaw the amount of work that they 
give us docsn't scem to be bumaniy possible fw one person to do. And you almost 
woadcr if the profi didn't plan it like that Yw know* to encourage teamwork and thuigs 
like lhat [CSP14]. 

For exampk, in Engineering the intensity of the workload has prompted the development 

of social structures in the form of groups of students that collabotate on assignments. 

Studenîs view studying together as a method of collaborative learning and mutual 

It's absolutcly a good idca to collaborate witb your buddies, your engineering 
coiieagucs ... and al1 togetha produce, pruduce the leaming that you need to get done. 
Most of the tirne we would end up coming up with the right solution. And 1 muid be 
able to leam why it was the dght solution [CSP3o]. 

[Study groups] are good because you also make fnends and stuff. Then, if you are having 
troubles with som&g, aad you kmiw oh, ht woIdnyt mind hclping me out because he 
d y  tmdmads the subjcct or, Jbt wwidn't mind bclping me out kcause we snidy 
r d l y  well togetbcr. We can bclp each oiha u u ~  And hause you are fnends you are not 
ah id  to a& for help. So 1 thhic it d y  helps [CSPIZ] 

Because of the amount ofcousework in k i r  engineering program, and the need to 

maintah their GPA in order to remai. in c w p ,  some students define collaboration rather 

Sometimes, 1 wouid jus be ovemûelmeci, t had an assigrunent that 1 couidnt get done. 
So, the moming before it was due, 1 muid go and nad somebody and say, "look, can you 



give me a band wiih this? 1 d to get it done" And thcy vuouid say OK, and basidy 
I'dcopy ibcpaswas. Itty, asmuchasIcan, to getthingsdontmyself. Butthcrc were 
timtswbenIbadto.Youkmw, Ijustdidn'tgetitdone,a~~iIn#dcdtùcanswns 
becausc 1 mdcd the marks. So, tbat kind of thhg happeas [CSPS]. 

Senior sîwients who have completed a number of work terrns begin to adopt the discourse 

of the professionai workplace to describe their collaborative academic activities. For 

example, some will refer to theu study group, as their 'team* and to course assignments 

In foiirih year 1 tended to by and Save tirne by collaborating with my colleagws. There 
an a Iot of things whee if you can't access the instnictor, then you have to work with 
your own team [CSP27]. 

I thllik that the ptoduct that 1 am able to achieve by working with other people in my 
team is -ter than what 1 can do on my own [CSWS]. 

While the sheer volume of coursework prompts many students to seek help, others 

perceive specific social benefits fiom studying together at this stage of their degree, 

rather thaa atiempting to go it alone. 

1 thuik it is imporiant to klong to a shdy group, not only for studying, but because a lot 
of the tirne, study groups will tum into a social group. And maybe somctimes you don? 
get too much shdying dm, but the sacial 8spccrs are irnporiant [CSPlq. 

Tho more informai aspects you know, am d y  baieficial. You bave a fiend you sit 
wiîh in the class and you gct together aftcr and go ovcr notes. Thme is always that social 
aspect (CSP441. 

The social aspect sometimes becomes predominant howcver9 to the detriment of 

stuâying. One student cautions "if you are not carelid, a lot of the times sîuây groups cm 

just turn into a social gathering. And then you don? get too much studying done" 

SocialiPng, however, is aot necessdy considend by students to be a negative. Many 

c o s p  students nmarked that the support of their study p u p ,  and especi*ally the 



understanding that othem found the coiascwork difncuit, was essential motivation to 

complete the disciplinaty course work necessary to gct back out on another work term. 

An important part of learning to be a prof es si^ is learning the language and nomu of 

the professional workplace. While cosp students are on a work terni they are immersed 

in the culture of their profession and have an opporhmity to engage in the practice the 

way pmfessionals do, situated in a community of practice. With repeated forays into the 

discipline-specinc workplace, stwlents begin to view themselves as junior members of 

the community, or "professionals in training." They expect the academic component of 

the c w p  program to assist îhem in the transition h m  student to professional. 

To develop as professionals, c w p  studeats must have a chance to reflect on their 

workplace learning. Refletion includes oppodmities for students to discuss theV 

experience and receiving appropriate fd back. As well, to become professionals in a 

field codp students must leam the history and ahtract foundational knowledge of the 

profession in the classroom, as well as demonsinte cornpetence in the application of 

professional skills in the workplace. Onc way the University assists with the 

pmfessionalization process is by pmviding oppmuiities for cosp d e n t s  to reflect on 

their workplace activitieq by pnpariag and presenting reports. 

Shoctiy aftet retuming h m  a cosp work term students must tinalize and submit a work 

term report. The cosp tegulations stipulate that for stuâents to remain in the cosp 

program they "must maintain the academic standing set by their discipline, and submit a 



written report foliowing each work temi" (UVic, 1We). in addition each discipline 

decides the form that the work tenu report must follow, and the purpose of the report. 

Provision is also made for students to make oral presentations of their reports in most co- 

The Chemistry department, for example, contends that the work term report provides 

students a useful opporhinity for reflective leaming. By looking back on a successîùily 

completed project, stwlents are expected to achieve a pa ter  understanding of what was 

leamed on the work term. The experience gained in research and technical writing helps 

students develop professional skills in report preparation, which will serve them well in 

their future professional life. Some students see this report requirement as a straight 

forward part of the process. 

When it cornes timc to haad in pur work tenn report, you have one faculty member 
îbat's k h i  of your advisor, and they nad it, and they mark it. Anâ if it's judged as 
satiJnictory then that's the end of it. But, you have got to do that report to cornpletc the 
work term. And you're also supposed to give a t a  or Meen minute prescntation on what 
you have done. You can give a little slide show if you want. It's basicaIIy just for the 
information of people going out on the aext c w p  tenn [CSP2]. 

ûthers view the requitement more as an opportunity to achieve a professional standard in 

teport preparation and alm as a way for Chemistry faculty to keep up to date on what 

students are doing on their cosp tenns. 

There is a Little rcporting stnicture we go through mund the work tenn report. The report 
is given to the coorâinator and he aubmits it ta a member of tàculty, wbo grades it. This is 
good because of course they get to nad about what the studaits have been up to. You are 
thcn asked to fix the points that have been illustratcd to bc not up to a certain standard. 
You also have io do au oral prrsaitaiion. Then p u  am also ri;quired to go and i ak  to 
your coop advisor, wtao again is a member of Wty, to let thcm h o w  what you've 
donc. Basically it closes up yow work tam, ta makc that al1 of your requhments 
have btcn met, and p u  are going to @n cndit fot that work tam [CSP17]. 



When Chemistry c o q  studcnts give a prcsentation on theù work tenn employen it is an 

opportwiity for fçllow stwhts to leam mr>n about what it's like ta work for îhat 

particular employer. 

You have to lWtm to tk p p l e  around you who are *about employas and cvery 
SCIIICSZ~~, afkrawwktam, w go addo atalkonibeanployaaad what youdidon 
your work t a m  a d  those an &y gmi. A d  it is v a y  helpful to go to ihcm and Listen 
~ h e a r ~ p c o p l e b a v c d o a c , s o y o u l u i o w ~ ~ m e a t a ,  uihcnyouareapplyinsfot 
joùs you know what b look for, and whkh employas to pictc, and which to stay away 
hm! [CSPS]. 

Once the work term teports are appmved students receive credit for completing the work 

term. The reports are archived iu the c o q  caatditor's office. They are kept there as a 

resource for Chemistry studeots to consult when they are considering a future wotk term 

with one of the co-op employers. Before king stored away for future reference, however, 

c o q  work terni reports are evaluated by the Chcmistry Cc~op Cornmittee. Prim are 

a d c d  to the two ùest reports submiîîed each semester to recognize excellence in 

m h  and reporting, and encourage co-op stuclents to fake their work km reports 

Professional Engineers are fkequently tequiteci to make presentations to a variety of 

audiences as part of their work. To begin preparing m p  studeats for this future 

p f e s s i d  rolc the Engineering program rquires shidenîs retuming h m  each cadp 

work tcnn Co give an oral presmtation to intcrested kulty and studmts. To ensure the 

ptesentation is conducted in a profcssioaal m e r  en Engineering Faculty Associate (a 

senior non-facuity engiaeer), modemtes the sessian. Engineering d e n t s  view the work 

term report and subsequent orai presentation as an opportunity to develop communication 

skills. 



It's good bccausc îhcy get WC, rrtllcd aigimas, people h m  ouîside t& University, to 
look at them. That's a pntty good expaicllce to dcd with them a d y .  And people 
thinic that engimeruig is ail Math and eomputcrs ad auff; but writing is one of the most 
important thingJ you can do. Thpt's wbat a lot of it is about. Tbat is somahing 1 leamed 
on my 6rst work tenu. Was tbat, sure, en- Jpard some of th& time dohg 
quations and design work and stufflilre that, but well over halfof Wi time is spent 
Wnting reports. And you have to be able to do those w l l  ifyou want CO get anywhere 
[CSPSI. 

In addition to completing the work tem report each engineering student submits a form 

containhg relevant information on the co-op employer. 

We bave ûie foldcrs in the ESS oflice, with c q  students' work tmn revicws of the 
companics, what di4 wbaî thtir nsponsibilities wm, what the Company does, what 
their -CI~CCS werc, wuld thcy rccommcnd it to othcr stiidenis, why or why not. 
These are a d a b l e  to al1 engiacaing sndarts. 'fhc employer nview fonn is included in 
the wok tem package ihot wc gct and it is one ofthe fonns that is mandatory for 
students to fiil out. Because coordinators are mit aware except for you lmow coming to do 
the wark site visits, thcy an not aware of ibt experience tbat students have with an 
cmploya [CSPI 31. 

Ta ensure that students have an opportunity to hpmve their report writing and 

presentation skills a certain level of leniency is permitted on the fht work term report. 

1 was reaiiy nervous about my füst wwk tcrm nport and especidy the presentation, 
sueakina in fiont of o h  students. niey take into accouat that this is your first work 
t& Grt, but thcy lu you h w  that k you d u c  through they e&ct better quaiity 
[CSP30]. 

Cosp students in the business program must submit a written work term report to the 

coordinator during the two weeks hflowing their retum to campus. Because of the large 

numbers of students in îhe program it is impossible for faculty to devotc time to grading 

work tenu reports. To assist students, detaileû guicielines are posted on the CO-op website. 

Work term reports must receive a satisfactory evaluation from the business cosp office 

before the work term is recognized as wmplete. A copy of the report is forwarded to the 

work term employer. 

AcNallylinthewwlrtennreportIthinkdtbeywantis toscewhatyoudidonîhework 
tcnn or anything intarstipg in your wmL term, likc what you learned about b u s b s .  
They don't reaiiy expect au- spcciaL Yau cpn &te myching thatls related to the 
work tam [CSPo]. 



Because of the numbcr of students in the business program the cosp office is swamped 

with WO* term reports when students retum. Consequentiy students suggest that their 

reports do not nceive sufficient attention or ctedit. 

We bave to write a wwk tam report and yet w're not d y  given aedit for it, end we 
cadt get fcedback on iiow we did. if you caa even find your cootdinator, because tben 
aresomanyshidents~a~ltingfcedbsckandtheyareso~out,thentheywill 
probably talk to you but, tbey don't d y  have iime to discuss it with you. 1 think there 
shouid be a Little more personal inicraction. The feeiimg 1 get is that you know, th- 
wasn't reaily any exrra effort put in, Iike they wcrcn't d l y  iaking it personally [CSPlo]. 

With the restmctucing of the Business CO-op program and a change in the number of 

required work terrns this situation mi@ well be adcûessed in the hture. 

in the Geography program each c w p  shidait's wo* term report is evaluated by a 

faculty member in the department. Once the report is assessed, and a satisfactory 

evaluation received h m  the employer, the student is given (non-acadernic) credit for the 

work term. in the Geography department d l  the faculty are involved in matking work 

term reports. One student described the process thus: 

When you hand it in, it basically gets marked by one of the professors in Geography. All 
of the professors mark work tcnn rtports. So, they iake ten work tenns each or whatever. 
And they, you know, give you sort ofa report card and check off if it is satisfactory or 
not satisfactory. Thcy d l y  go through everythins, you know like, thm is how you 
mange things, your spelhg, grammat, [and] nlevence of the tapic to geography. It's 
actually good because you can c b  a projcct that you wrked on ibroughout thc work 
tem anci have that as your report [CSPQ]. 

The opportunity hr an oral prescntation of the work tenn report is welcomed by some 

Geography cosp students as a way of impcoving their speaking skills. Those with less 

confidence or less weii-developed skiiis approach this with a certain amount of 

It is reaiiy good for your speaking, pubüc speakllig skills dennitely. But that has to be my 
absolute worst (laughter) is public spealdng. 1 mean, 1 hate to get out in front of a class. 1 
think it wouid be less intimidating also, iftbe snidcnts who showed up mybe just m t e d  
to be thcm to Men to what you did, if îhey took an interest in it. You know, 1 don't thùik 
it would be as scary. But still, it's public speaking. But, the scary part is that you are in 



âont of youc advisrr. 1 jwt did my pmamtion and it was awail. My work tum report 
was sort of Qnc at thc last minute, 1 jwt did it, and it sbowcd. I awid have dicd [CSP22]. 

Because of an i n c d  emphasis placed on the work tmn nport by the c w p  

department and the university some Cbgraphy sîudents a ~ e  now taking this into 

consideration when louking for co-op terms. 

Tbe wrk tam ceport has becorne sucb a big rkal that, 1 mean, w k n  you an lwkhg at 
the job, you try to Mec tbis mto accoimt. W h  you M d  üke to @ out of it in terms of 
î&@,caCaialy isrbcmost important. But yoiraiso l o o k a t h  procedure tbey havein 
place in arder for yw to gct a work tam report out of it. Because we now bave Co sort of 
go tbrough, you h, what arc yw gerting h this wrk term, wbat are you leaming 
fmm this work tam, How is t h  coaitribuiing to your ducation, and so on [CSPI I l .  

The iucreasing demands and clianging stnicture surroundhg the wotk tcm teport are one 

indication of how the wiversity and the CO-op department maintain order and discipline 

in Wic's co-op programs. 

Order and Discipline 

Order and discipline in uudergraduate CU-op programs at UVic are maintained largely 

tbrough the structure of the undergraduate curriculum, the policies and procedures of the 

University, the individuai fitcuities and deparrinents, and thc c s s p  deparûnent. The 

iinivmity maintains or& and disciplinary structure by repuiating c w p  students' 

activities h m  admission to graduation, and h u g h  awarding acsdemic credit for 

foraidational knowledge. The University, accotding to one rrtministrator, has a 

respibility to ensure that "when we plan for expansion of co-op we have to be careful 

that we don? sbift the place of liberal arts too much and becorne more concemed with 

professionai training [SAlI. 



Another admiaisüator summed up how the university strives to maintain a balance 

betwecn the traditional academic leaming attribided to University cducation and that 

As pmt of what you arc IePrning, part of your University education, we'U try to put p u  in 
contact with potential employers or some work expcriencc which mach your clas~room 
training, to hlp you get your feet on the g r o d  whcn you graduate. But, that dacsn't 
mean tbt you shouldn't also be Ieaming the more esotdc and iùdamcaÉal issues of 
whatcvef you are studying. That's whm we have to be canful that in cpcouraging cosp 
programs we dodt significantly alter or shiA the prioritics in such a way ihat if you wish 
to team the more basic or more foudational principles of a discipli it doesn't go by the 
board. That's wbere 1 think we have to draw the Iinen [ S M ] .  

The position of c w p  at Wic-as a response to the increasing demand for relevant 

education-is acknowledged by another adminisirator who contends that "CO-op 

programs are part of the response to the pressure on universities [today] and, if 

univenities are supposai to be helping our students to make it in the real world, then we 

shouldn't kcep the real world entirely away h m  them al1 the tirne they are here" [SAl]. 

nie facuities and departments maintain order and discipline thtough the content of the 

academic curriculum and scheduiing of disciptine-specific courses. One faculty member 

suggested that the department fin& c w p  useful for a nurnber of reasons "beyond simply 

assisting students to get jobs when they gtaduate." He stated that '+ive think it is also 

important ta have the casp  coordinators reside in the department, and if possible even da 

same teaching. Because that way, they're close to the facuity and we cm ensm that they 

get a good sense of the course content we are delivering in the department, and they are 

also close ta the students sa they cm keep an eye on how they are progressing for usy' 



Thc CO-op department maintains order and discipline by regulathg access to c o q  

programs and administéting the non-academic portion of cosp. The cosp department 

has a policy of selecting students bascd on an "above-average academic staading" p i c  

1999b1. This average is not articulated beyond the minimum Grades Point Average 

(GPA) nquired for admission in each program. Cosp coordinaton maintain order and 

discipline in the way they ncruit cosp students and the way they assign c w p  work 

t e m .  It is lef€ to the coordinaton of each program to regulate admission by either 

adjusting the grade level for admission to control the number of students admitted each 

year, or by recniiting students with high GPAs into the program. This is interpreted by 

c o q  students in the study as screening, and is a recurring theme in student intetviews. 

What they are doing is they are screening people coming into the co-op program and they 
rue only taking those who have a high academic average which may in one sense be 
interpreted as those people who would be successful anyway [CSP27]. 

Student accounts of screening by GPA are suppotted by institutional research conducted 

on W i c  undergraduate d e n t s  after my study was initiated (Wic, 1999). This research 

indicates that one-half (50%) of cosp stwlents at UVic entered the univeniîy with 

academic averages of more than 85%, compared with one-third for non-cosp students in 

the general undergraduate population. This difference becomes more pronounceci at the 

highest academic level, with more than 21% of Wic's cosp students entering with an 

academic average above 90%, compared with less than ten percent for the general 

undergraduate population (UVic, 1999). 

Interesîingiy, there is a certain level of support by cosp students for tbis type of 

screening. Some even suggested bt, due to a perceiveci shortage of 'good' CO-op jobs, 

thete shodd be more vigorous screening to reduce the number of cosp admissions. 



Wbcnthcjobbforceop worktams~eansto k gcrtiagsmalla, 1 ihinLyouhave to 
bc a litde more about who gets in [CSPIS) 

1 think they should saeen people a bit more ciirrfully and ihca stick with the ows they 
select anâ make sure they are able to gct jobs [CSPZO] 

Faculty members also e c h d  this sentiment, when commenting on which students in 

theù programs they thought would benefit h m  cosp. 

1 think it's a misr& to argue that CO-op b equaliy bmeficial for al1 studenrs. 1 think 
thcrc's preiîy convincing evidence that somc snidaas bmefit far more h m  cosp  
pmgrams than othm do [CFq. 

A lot of it starts with the whole issue of a t t i w  and wiihgness. If you don't want to get 
something out of someibiag like CO-op, pu'= going to gct lcss out of it than somcbody 
Who daes [CF16]. 

The establishment of GPA as a primary entry criterion, and the method by which the 

criterion is admiaistemci, situates the iasa'tuîion, and in particulas the c*op coordinator, 

in the role of gatekeeper. In voluntary CO-op pmgrams the coordinator is instrumental in 

determinhg who is admitîed. in mandatory cosp programs, students must stiU apply to 

the program t b u g h  the coordinator. In dl CO-op programs, coordinators play a pivotal 

role in the allocation of work tenn placements, leadiig some students to complain about 

selective application of the standards and raishg questions about access to the program. 

I'm pretty sure that people with hi* marks gct M e r  marnent. And people who are in 
[thein] good books get a liîtk beîter tnatmcnt [CSPTl. 

nim are just some siudenîs w b  ~ppcat to be m m  buddy.buddy with the coordinator, 
and they tend to go to a lot of the bctar jh .  Wiwther or not those are a coincidence, 
Who knows? [CSPI 'Il. 

Restrictive access and ptcfereutial trtatmcnt are eamuks of élite pmgrams. Althougb 

stüi  not M y  accepted as mainsûcam, cosp bas acquired academic legitimacy at UVic 

by vimic of its location within the university, and its enforcement of high academic 

standards. 



in an attcmpt to balance the training objectives of the work temi with the academic 

objectives of the student's undergraduate discipiiae, the c w p  department develops 

policies to order and structure the workplace component of c w p  programs. One such 

policy is the development of academic leaming objectives for the CO-op work term. 

To extend academic cnteria hto the workplace, and thereby maintah order and impose 

stnicture on the students' experience, the CO-op department requires that students meet 

with their employers early in the work term, to develop a set of learning objectives which 

will provide same academic legitimacy for the work tem. indeed, in recent promotional 

literature, the cosp department refers to employers as "CO-educators" of CO-op students 

[UVic, 1999dl. The CO-op department's introduction of learning objectives is a recent 

policy decision not yet M y  integrated into the program. Some coordinators contend that 

objectives are essential to evaluate t&e feaming that happeus on a work tenn. One argues 

"we have to find ways to evaluate.. .so we can demonstrate that they have learned 

something during the work term, not just what they did" [CP6]. However, this sentiment 

was not universai; according to an admiaistirator 'hot aU of our coordinators have bought 

into the idea of studcnts sctting learning objectives while they are on the work t d  

[ S M ] .  A faculty member raiscd concerns about the limits of leaming objectives for the 

workplace ' k e  have to be a little bit carefid with haviug students set leacning objectives. 

Wc don't want students to just focus on the objectives they have written dom, and 

possibly pass up other learning opporhmities that rnight present themselves during the 

work tenn" [CF2]. 



Tbete are a number of concerns r a i d  about the m p  department's argument fbr setting 

acadanic leaming objectives for tbc work tenn. F i  is the W x t  of the warkplace. 

When developing learning objectives, mme way of accounting for the effects of social 

and cultumi factors in the wo~kplace must be found. ûîherwise, di that is created is an 

ineffective cognitive measmement of what happens to studmts 'on cwp.' It is one thing 

ta claim that 'learning' bappens fo students on a work term; it is quite another to ideatifjr 

the sources and the influences of tbat leaming. Without this knowledge, it is diflicult to 

support daims that the 1-g is tramferabte. 

Second, an objectives-based approach tends to focw students' attention on particular 

outcomes and they may lose sight ofother learning opportwiities. Third, having students 

set academic leaming objectives is, in theory, a way of enabiing students to tltke control 

oftheir leaniiag. However, there are indications in interview comments that students do 

nat understand how to consûuct learning objectives, nor do they have the ability to 

evaluate when the leamhg objectives have been achieved. in consequence, c w p  

students see the requirement as one more academic demand on their workplace 

experience. 

Fuiaily, alternatives to leanhg objectives can be fond in the literature review (Chapter 

Thi.ee). For example, the work of Heinemann, DeFalcq and Smclkinson (1992) on work- 

expience enriched leaming in a-op provides an aiternative to behavioural objectives 

by engaging students in active enquiry tbrough observation and interviewhg of CO- 

woricers on workplace practices, tdection and report preparation for evaluation and 



fmiback once they ntuni to campus. Tbis wuld be expanded to include journal writing. 

Stuâents would be encouraged to keep a journal of theu worlrplace activities, and use the 

journal as the basis for a discussion of workplace learning, or as part of a work term 

report. ia the vocational and higher education literature, the work of Bi11ett (1999) on 

guidai leaming at work, and that of Engestrdm's (1994) on training for change, are also 

uscfuî nsouces. While the policy on leaming objectives helps to reinforce the academic 

respectability of the learning that happais on the work tenn, it does little to assist CO-op 

students to k o m e  seIf-directed leamm. 

Guidelines for cosp employers advise workplace supervisors to assess student 

performance by 'Tocusing on educational objectives'' for levels of development in the 

areas of "intellectual skills, human and social skills, and professional workplace skills" 

(UVic, nd p. 1). Cosp students, in turn, an instnicted to pnivide CO-op coordinators with 

an assessrnent of the learniag environment of the workplace during the coordinator's site- 

visit. It is doub$iil, however, particularly on an early work term, if a student would have 

the knowledge or the courage to question a c o q  employer's established practice and 

report this to the coordinator. This dilemma was evident in a situation described by a CO- 

op student who worked for a known co-op employer-a member of the Wic employer's 

council-but felt helpless to cornplain in the face of bad wotkplace practices. The student 

cornplained "1 couldn't say anything about it because they might puil me out and then my 

cosp doesn't count. 1 don't have tirne to look for another one. Ifthey pulled me out then 

1 would have to wait for another terni to get a cosp, and 1 can't do that" [CSP30]. The 



c w p  department mainîains that learning assessments are designed to assist cosp 

students in setting goals for the work term. 

Along with learning objectives and assessmcnts another way that the univenity and the 

cosp department maintain order and discipüne is through the levying of fees for 

participation in colop work tcrms. Students cxpressed concern during interviews over the 

fee they are required to pay while they are away h m  the university on a work term. Co- 

op students-unlike regular undergraduate students-are required to maintain year-round 

registration at the University as long as they are in the program. During the time they are 

on a work temi they are assesseci an edministrative "cosp fee." 

Because of the way c w p  works [the co-op fze] is mandaiory. nie work tenu is 
considercd a course, so 1 gues the Univasity wants some money. Or somebody wants 
money. 1 guess that is how they pay tbe people in the m e n t  and what have you 
And initially no one had a pmblan widi this. 1 lmow thcy didn't because um, they were 
providing a service for us (CSP331. 

While appearing uncertain of how c w p  fun& are aiiocateâ, a number of students 

nevertheless expressed concem about the way that the university aiiocates revenues h m  

c ~ p  fees. "It just doesn't seem fair. We are paying ceop fees and we aren't getting 

anytbing for it. And, they won't tell us wherc the money goes. So, we don't knaw if we 

arc subsidiPng another program that is not as good as ours" [CSP38]. another student 

suggested: 

Each deparcment has to cm camen in order CO manage the budget îhey get h m  the 
University. That might mcan less on-sitt visits fot out of t o m  placements. It's my 
opinion that the c w p  ka h m  the shdcnts staould go directly back to thc depamnent 
that the sndents belong 10, not to gencral funds (CSP2q. 

Because the c w p  fee is perceived as an administrative charge for coordinators to locate 

jobs, students who find theu own jobs tend to argue they shouid not have to pay the cosp 

fke* 



LM tenu 1 fouud my own job without aay help fiom them. And, I'm WC gaing to go 
t h g h  them to fiad my next job eiiber, I'm going to nid it myself ratber than have to 
settic for somctbing that 1 don't want, but havc to takc. But, 1 still havc to pay thet fct. 
It's sort of l ie a procwsing ftc - and I dont lmow what thcy do with the money we'rc 
paying, but ifs somcthing you have to do to graduate [CSP24]. 

The results presented above indicate that CO-op students' adherence to the estatitished 

order and discipline structure provides support, albeit reluctant support in some cases, for 

the policies and procedures that stnicture their expetience of the c w p  process. But what 

do cosp students think about the university's attempts to balance traditional modes of 

knowledge production and CO-op education? How do they perceive learning and its 

relatimship to the academic and workplace contexts? 

Perceptions of Learning 

To understand how students make meaning of their co-op experience we must understand 

how they perceive learning, and the contexts-both academic and workplace-where 

l d g  takes place. To investigate how CO-op students tbink about what learning and 

knowledge are and how they arc acquired, at an appropriate point during each interview 1 

asked cosp students "in your program, what does learning mean to you?" Vague 

responses were probeci with follow-up questions such as "but, what docs that mean to you 

in tenns of laaming?" 

Interestingly, when asked the question, the fht  reaction of a large majority of students 

was to begin describig learning on their work terms. The cosp work term appeared to 

them to be synonymous with leaming, and effort was requiml to focus on the concept of 

S d g  in relation to the classroom. Oae student explaineci "what we do in the classtoom 

is shidy;" leaming, in contrast, b'takes place on the work term d e n  we get to see how 





docs what you eventually want to do and fiad out what you need to do to k able to do the 

Students contend that learning workplace procedures in the classroom does not seem to 

be ' r d  and thetefore is not taken seriously. There is a feeling of artificiality attacheci to 

Iearniag sornething out of context. 

In class you do cases and M a n d  apply concepts to live situations in the classroam, but 
it's Jtill just in a book Lie it's still not rcally taken scriously. Ifs not d l y  nel [CSP30]. 

Sametimes 1 nally bave trouble îrying to just concentrate on learning something in class. 
Like it just isn't d. And, 1 try as much as possible to do idce al1 the regular assignmenîs, 
to try and kcep up on top of ihings. But, whm îhey stand then and tell us how important 
this is, and try make us l e m  something in class, 1 just keep thinking, it's school, it isn't 
real [CSP3]. 

One M e n t  described the difference between leaming in the classtoom and learning in 

the workplace as the difference between "the text book world and the real world" 

[CSP41]. For many, classroom leamhg does not take on meaning until there is an 

opportunity for practical application. 

You luun al1 ihcsc theones in cl as... but you don? think thae d y  is a real world. Bui 
then wbm you acnially sec them and you acnially ga to help makt hem, then it homes  
d y  intercsîing and you start to sec... [CSP43]. 

C w p  students' perceptions of the types of assessrnent used by instmcton in certain 

courses can also influence theu attitudes and appmaches to leaming. 

The teaching is quite good, um, the only pmblcm that 1 have is that across the different 
of a course, there isn't a common grading scheme. Thece are three sections of the 

same course going on, with diffemit instnictors. Like, one class average is an A- and the 
other class average is Iüte a B. And it is the same matmial, but it is just like, diffcreni 
tests and a diffcrcllt marking scheme [CSP16]. 

The t h e  pressure on co-op stuâenîs and the cornpetition for marks to ensure they cemain 

in the program lads some studcnts to adopt a leaming strategy to meet immediate needs 

d e r  ttian trying to understand the nature of the problerns. By fiiiling to imdersîand the 



unâcrlying concepts students are IeA with the prospect of mernorizhg as mucb of the 

materhl as they can to SatjsQ qwsîions on upcomiag exams. 

Mostexams,dieway1&yfesrnrnaedmw,are90perccntmemoriEati01lJust~facts, 
Maybe a few thinking questions hen and thm, if the profissot thinks of thcm [CSP31]. 

ûnce you arc paot a catain levei, you dont need to mcmorize formulas. You shouldn't 
have to mcmorize a cenain quatim If you \niderstand what is gokg on, you are a lot 
bcna off than just having memorized it. Because tbe day &a the exam you arc just 
going to f w  it. nie next day chPnces are you are not going to nmtmber very many of 
ihe memorized concepts. But, undetstanding takes time.. . [CSPI 71. 

A majocity of CO-op students view the academic assessment and reward system in the 

Miversity as favouring those with well-developed memorization skills. 

Some subjects-[the] sciences in particultu-it's al1 memorization. And it dacs favour 
the shdcnts wbo mcmorizc well. And it disfavours those who understand the concepis 
but don't nmcmbcr the fmulas. [CSPII]. 

A lot of snidents arc suaight mernorizas. 'fhcy try to devclop a vimial memory, or 
photogniphic mcmoy, and rcîain it long aiough for ihe mam. Tbey tinisb, tbq. get goad 
marks but t h q  dont understand it [CSP43], 

Somc CO-op students cecognizc the drawbacks of memorization as a leamhg stratcgy, 

suggestiag b t  other skills might be more boneficiai in certain contexts. "Memorization 

rnight get you good grades, but in the workplace, it's the critical thinking that is so much 

more important than just regurgitating facts" [CSP22]. In memorizing fscts for 

reproduction students accumulate and store information for future use. Tberefore the 

capacity for leaming is limited by tirne and space. However, not ail students are limited 

in this way. One d e n t  appeared to have leamed to map the spatial rcquirements of 

howledge with the precision of a furnitun mover. 

Your mind gcts aained to what you wed to know and what you don't need to biow to 
utaice sense out of it. You starî to rake h m  it what you WU, and wh«i you've had wotlr 
expaieme and you're comforiable with evcrything amuuâ you, then you have al1 this 
~pace in yow heaâ, ali this m m  to put things. And you decide thm's ihmgs you want to 
put in, iuui you stan to pick thcm up d y  You dont have to takc it all in and dump 
it on tap of a big huge pile that's alnady thm. The space is  empty and they just dtop into 
place [CSP28] 



By selecting only those tbings that are required to make sense out of a particular 

situation, instead of simply filling space, the student is wnstnicting space. Thmu@ these 

discussions, cosp students have providcd some insight into th& d e  in leamiag, and 

what lemhg meaas to them. 

Chapter Summary 

in this chapter 1 pnsented data on c w p  shidents' participation, first, on the work tenn 

and subsequently in the academic context, aad described how the University reinforces 

the development of cosp students. Students explained the importance of networking, 

and descriôed the difficulties of htempting their academic studies for four months while 

they were on a work term. Enthusiasm for classroom leaming dampens when students 

return to the classroom and are not given the opportunity to htegrate workplace and 

academic leaming. They develop compensatory strategies for collaborative leaniing, and 

study groups play an important role in meeting the demands of coursework and class 

assignments. Students also develop learning strategies to deal with the demands of the 

academic classroom. They describe how the altemating structure ofco-op allows them to 

develop a deeper understandimg of the putpose of leaming and theù role in the social 

processes that structure theu leamhg. 

C w p  education programs are one way that the University of Victoria enhances the 

educatid and professionai development of students. For example, c o q  students are 

encouraged to develop theù research and communication skilis; the University requires 

them to rnake professional p ~ t a t i o u s  of their work tenn reports. Policies such as this 

presentation requitcment demonstrate the University's cornmitment to the professiona1 
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development of cosp  students. ïhm is agreement at aii levels that the University has a 

responsibility to assist graduates in the transition to the world of work. To successfully 

make the transition b m  higher edwtion to the workplace, and h m  cosp  student to 

skilled professional, it is recognized that studaits require a combination of academic and 

vocational knowledge and skills. In the chaptet 1 showed that leaming and ski11 

development are context-dependent and mediated by individual learning strategies. The 

strategies that studenîs adopt, and the reamns they adopt them, can effect their 

perceptions of both leaming and work. 

Order and discipline in undergraduate CO-op programs at UVic are maintained largely 

through the structure of the undergraduate cmicdum, the policies and pmcedures of the 

university, the individual faculties and departments, and the c w p  department. The 

university regulates co-op students' activities h m  admission to graduation, and through 

awarding academic credit for foundatiod howledge. The co-op department ceguiates 

access to co-op program and administers the non-academic portion of CO-op. Co-op 

coordinators impose order by the way they m i t  c o q  students and assign c w p  work 

terms. M e r  and discipline is maintained in the co-op workplace through the structure of 

the wotkplace experience; the collaboration of supervisors with the university in the 

training of cosp students for professional d i s c i p h ;  and through student assessments, 

evaluations and rewards. 

Four broad themes can be identified fiom the resuits prescnted in the previous two 

sections. The fbt relates to the importance of wntext, and cosp students' reports of the 



impact of the workplace on leaming. I have Iabelleâ this the "CO-op effect." A second 

theme relates to students' perceptions of how professional knowledge and identity are 

constructeci in cosp. Third is a theme that relates to students' experiences of the methods 

of assessment used in the c o q  program. The fourth theme focuses on the power of the 

academic context in shaping the cxperienct of ccwp studcnts. 

In the next chapter 1 provide an analysis and interptetstion of the data using these themes 

as a hmework to examine how students expericnce the process of CO-op. 



CHAPTER SIX: 

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 

In the previous chapter, during the course of presenting the results, certain patterns of 

responses emerged that might affect students perceptions of learning and work. These 

patterns of response fom the basis of the themes that will be investigated in this chapter. 

1 analyze four broad themes emergùig h m  the présentation of results. The first theme 

relates to the importance of workplace c o m a  The second theme addresses the 

construction of professional knowledge and identity. The third theme centres amund 

methods of assessment in c o q ,  while the fourth focuses on the power of the academic 

context. 

The analysis proceeds in two phases. Fit, 1 conduct an intemal analysis of the themes 

arishg h m  the presentation ofcesults beginning with the importance of context, and 

indicating how context affects the construction of professional knowledgc and identity. 1 

use the notion of assessment to ceveal the power of the academic context over the casp 

process and the linkages to perceptions of learning and knowledge production. These 

results al1 intercomect thtough students' experienct of leamhg in COOP. nierefore, 1 

subsequently weave them together to explain the ieaming expenence of CO-op students. 

Second, by selecting the most coherent a d  persuasive explanations, 1 reintroduce 

appropriate theoretical concepts and use the theoreâical literature to intemgate the results 



in each of the themes. Specifically, 1 identify how perceptions of leaming and work 

develop and change as a cesult of c o q  students' classtoom and workplace expeciences, 

and how students come to understand the impact of these leaniing contexts on theu 

individual and cosp expenences. 1 conclude with a summary of the impact of the cosp 

effect on students' approaches to leaming and work and on the outcomes of the cosp 

process. 

Theme 1 : The Co-p Effect 

Co-op students distinguish betwecn leaming h m  books and leaming through hands-on 

application. What 1 cal1 'the cosp effect' is the perception that learning takes place as a 

result of the activities of practical application in the workplace, not through the activities 

of the classmm. What goes on in the classroom, students suggest, is not leaming but 

'stuây,' or the 'leaming about' a discipline. C o q  students express cettain concems 

about the potential for transfer of learning h m  one context to another. 

in the workplace, as students are leaming disciplinary skills, they are also learning to be 

members of a situated community (Lave & Wenger, I991), while king disciplined as 

members of a profession (Foucault, 1977). In tiris way, co-op students leam not only 

content knawledge, but also disciplinary nonns, expectations, and standards in a 

particulac area. Learning occurs generally through expenencing the activities and cultutal 

noms of the discipline (Lave, 199 1 b). C o q  students move h m  novice towacd expert 

through CO-participation with members of the disciplinary commuaityty Thus, co- 

participation allows for leaming through performance and engagement within a 

cornmunity of practice rather than solely h u g h  cognitive acquisition of h o w l e d g ~  
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the dominant mode in the academic context (Bmwn et al., 1989; Lave & Wenget, 1991; 

Rogoff, 1990). 

The c w p  workplace, then, cm be seen as a situated community of pmféssioiiiil practice 

where students leam on-the-job, (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), while king 

discipliied as workers (Foucault, 1977). Classrooms are sites where students leam 

standardr ofdisciplinary practice whiie being disciplined into the role of university 

d e n t  (Biggs, 1987; Entwistle, 1996). That is not to Say that disciplinary skills are not 

leamed in the academic context. But despite attempts to simulate the professional context 

in the classmom, disciplinary practices and discourse learned there will not be those of 

the workplace. As d e n t  comments in Chapter 5 make evident, leaming workplace 

pI-aCed~s in the classmm does not seem red (''it's stilljust h a book. It's not realiy 

r d , "  and Y just keep thinking it is school, it isn't real") and, therefore, the procedures 

"aren't taken seriously." The academic context within which the students are taught 

certain disciplinary procedures is perceived to be distinctly different h m  the 

profissional context to which cosp students aspire. The social roles and communicative 

ptgctices are also perceived as distinctiy dinerent in academic and workplace seitings. 

How do students act when they exchange the classroom context for the workplace? Do 

they act in ways tbat are punded in the academic context, where they leamed 

professionai content? ûr do they attempt to act ia ways that they perceive as more 

appropriate to a professional in the workplace? To investigate this question we must 

anaiyze what c w p  students' experience when they 'do c q . '  As reported earlier, 



'doing c q '  is how students nfer to the work tenn component of the c o q  program. To 

'do cbap' is to undettake a c w p  work term. 

Because the ca-op work temi is a key element that diffemtiates c w p  h m  other 

mdergraduate pmgrams, it is worth bciefly tccapping the process of preparing for the 

work term before beginning the analysis. From the t h e  they are accepted into the 

program uatil they acîuaiiy go out on a work term students are in a state of what might be 

calleci suspended animation or limbo. Although they have been accepted into the cosp 

program, and attended the 'CO-op only' course in preparation for the work term they do 

not feel like they actually belong until they have survived the rite de pussage of the first 

work tem. They have heard stories h m  other d e n t s  and cosp coordinators about the 

workplace experience, and have developed expectations of what that first job wiU be like, 

and what it will do for them. But until they actually have the experience, the c w p  

portion of the pmgram does not exert an efféct on them. 

One of the k i t  activities on a c w p  term is for students to meet with theu employer to 

develop a set of leaming objectives for the work term. While the cosp department 

provides certain bmad guidelines for setting objectives, results indicate that snidents have 

a limitcd understandmg of the putpose and fiindion ofworkplace leaming objectives. 

Some express concem that it is 'jwî auother academic exercise' and thcy fail to see how 

an evduation of workplacc learning objectives wiU affect their progress in the program, 

sinct the work term c h e s  no academic creâit. 



nie fmt worlt tenn provides sadents with an ojyortunity to develop on-thajob skills, 

and receive payment for their efforis. This experience stmcs a number of purposes. First, 

it allows students to see titst-hand the tasks that professionais in their field perform in the 

workplace (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Second, by receiving wages for theù work, they 

begin to appreciatc the exchange rates of wage labour (Sewell dé Hauser, 1975). M d ,  

students begin to develop an understanding of the stnicture and fwtction of the workplace 

including employer-employee relations, sûuctwai berarchies, and the d e s  and 

responsibilities of new membera in a community of practice (Wenger, 1998). 

+The cosp work term is also important to learning and skill development in students. In 

terms of meaning, c w p  work expetiences provide d e n t s  with valuable opportunities 

for exploration and clarification of their career goals and acquisition of skills and 

experience related to those goals (Hays, 1991). Co-op students perceive that both theù 

educational and career goals are clanSed as a consequence of their work experience 

(Wilson & Lyons, 1961; Weinstein, 1980). Furthet, students opt for ceop because they 

perceive it will provide the skills, insights and professid contacts essential to making 

meaning out of their experience and assisting in planning their future (Bonds, 1989). 

The competition for work terms in c w p  is not unlike tbe competition for jobs in the 

regular labour market, except that CO-op d e n t s  have access to privüeged infomtion- 

the employer has already signed up to participate in c w p  and, therefore, the pool of 

candidates is restricted to cosp studeats. However, some students would like to see this 

cestricteci even M e r .  For example, students in Geography and Business complain that 



senior students out-compete them for 'good' c w p  jobs k a u s e  employers opt for the 

candidate with the highest academic qdications and level of work experience, rather 

than assessing the actual level of sltills and experience required for the job. Factors such 

as these increase the level of uncertainty in students based on their expectations ofthe co- 

op work tenn. 

Many of cosp students' expectations revolve around the wotk term. Students fom 

expectations of cûsp based on positive promotional material provided by the University, 

and on the anecdotal evidence of other c w p  students and coordinators. The benefits of 

codp are strongly prornoted. Expcctations of success in CO-op are reinforced by the 

instructors who prepare students for the first work term. C m p  coordinaton expound on 

potential benefits of co-op during these job prepamtion courses, in a manner designed to 

motivate studcnts to sûivc for the best. The unintendecl consquenct of such an approach 

serves to instil unnalistic expecîations in c w p  students who have not yet experienced a 

work term. Students recount at lengîh tales of promises made about what the cosp 

program and those associated with it would do for them. Mien these expectations 

subsequently fail to be realized students become confiised, disappointed, and feel let 

dom by cûsp. Unable to duplicate the successes of previous students, as recounted by 

cootdinatots, students begin to doubt their own abilities. Doubts soon give way to 

disappointment and anget at what are perceiveci as misnptc~entations about the co-op 

program. hiring interviews, discussions around unmet expectations ofthe work tmn 

elicited the greatest emotional response h m  students. 



Why does this happen? Some studcnts an in an impressionable state when they 6rst join 

co-op, and uarealistic expectations, once forme4 are âifîicult to dislodge. The 

promotional efforts of coordinators an Iargely Qiven by pressures to keep the number of 

students in each program at a sufficient level to qud@ for, or justify, claims for funding 

to operate the pmgrams. nie  number of b d e d  positions for coordiiators and support 

staff for cosp programs and consequently their respective daries are, by and large, 

predicated on the number of students enrolled in cosp. The benefits of the program are 

thus pmmoted not only to students, but also to the university administration. 

The impact of these promotional attempts on students' expectations appears to receive 

little attention. Students describe a rollet coaster effect. Excitement at the possibilities 

offered by CO-op is followed by the disappointment of reality, and then uncertainty and 

anxiety over their abilities, and h l l y  anger at what some described carlier as k i n g  led 

down the garden path' with promises that don't materialize. Results presented earlier also 

indicated that for some students these unmet expectations were justification for finding 

ways to circwnvent what they perceive as an udàh or fiiulty system. 

. . Despite these negative aspects of co-op admintstration, the workplace experience 

pvides c w p  students with positive reinforcement and a first-hand opportunity to l e m  

how employers make hiring decisions. Through participation in workplace practices and 

discussions with fellow workers and supeMsors, students come to understand the 

importance that employen place on relevant skiils and experience. This enables them to 



detemûne areas of scarce or in-dermuid skills and, upon retuming to class, they have a 

cleam idea of how to position themsehm for enûy into theiu field upon graduation. 

While doing c w p  stuâents also leam the importance of networks of professional 

contacts. Just as human capital is defined as the knowledge and skills that an individual 

accumulates over the ,  social capital can be regardeci as the neîwork of relationships that 

an individual accumulates over tirne (cf Bourdieu, 1973,1986; Coleman, 1988). Burt 

argues that "your social capital gives you opportunities to tum a profit fiom the 

application of your human capital" (1992, cited in Meyerson, 1994, p. 384). Burt is 

teferring here to networh of contacts which later might ailow codp students access to 

employment oppomini t ie~ot  otherwise avaiiable-where they can demonstrate theu 

skiils. 

Coleman (1990) stresses that as an asset "social capital is defined by its function. It is not 

a single entity, but a variety of dEerent entities having two characteristics in common: 

they al1 consist of some aspect of a social structure, and they facilitate certain actions of 

individuais who are within the structure" (p.302). The value of these aspects of social 

structure is that csap students can use them to achieve theù interests. For Bourdieu 

(1997), too, social capital is relatioaal; it is M y  tied to membership in a group. The 

amount of sacial capital possesscd by individuats depcnds on îhe size of the network of 

connections they can effectively mobilizc, and the amount of capitiù (economic, culturai 

or symboiic) each member of that networlc possesscs. The network, in effect, exerts a 

multiplier effect on the capital possessed by the individual. 



Consequentiy, networks formed on c o q  c m  cxtenâ beyond the wodc terms to shape 

students' perccptio118 of the hbwt market and assist with employment opporhmities 

upon graduation. Tbmugh repeated work terms studmts begin to understand how they 

c m  increase their acccss to iaformation and opporîunities by increasing the number of 

networks in which t h y  participate. For cbap students, developing a professional 

netwark begins with acceptance into a community of warkplace practice (Lave & 

Wenger, 199 1). It is then incumbent on the student to maintain and enbance their network 

through contributing to it, as weii as h w i n g  on it, to assist their transition from the 

university to the wctrld of work upon graduation. 

An interesthg phenonmon that sh~wed up in the study wss the practice of aver- 

investing in discipünc4pccific experience in order to enhance future employment or 

career choices. In this s c d o ,  students extend theù undorgraduate program in order to 

accumulatt pater amounts of work experience by undertaking more than the requind 

number of work terms. In same cases tbis is doue to enable the srudent to develop 

specific types of experience deemed important to their friture career. For these stuâents 

the ufgency of completiag the degree in order ta contain educational costs is not an issue 

bccausc they am paid on work ternis. And, bccause they are @cl, they are not forcgoing 

eamings fhm employment upon graduation. 

Extending theu program to gain furihcr discipiiae-specific expcrience is a stcategic move 

designeci to maximize ernpIoyabi on cornplaiou. A number of the students 1 



intaviewed had completed seven work terms, when the quitement for graduation was 

five. Extending the number of work terms was most prevalent in Chemistry, followed by 

Engineering. It was unusuai to find students who wouid consider domg more than the 

r e q W  number ofwork ternis in Geography. Students in Business were emphatic tbat 

they were not interested in completing more than the minimum. To wme extent, the types 

and quality of work term opportunities available in the dedicated labour markets for 

Chemistry and Engineering cosp students might explain clifferences between toop 

pmgrams in the Arts and Sciences. Industry-specific experience is perceived by science 

students as a type of experiential capital that enjoys an enhanceci exchange value on the 

labour market. 

One possible reason behind the rejection of over-investment by Business students might 

be their earlier reported dissatisfaction with rates of pay on CO-op work terms. nie cash 

flow h m  additional CO-op work terms would not adequately compensate them for the 

lost opportunity costs of permanent employment. Theu prinmy objective was in securing 

employment upon graduation and undertaking additional training on-the-job. On the 

othec band, students in the sciencabased disciplines enjoy a higher rate of compensation 

on the work term, than cosp students in the arts. 

The Chemistry and Engineering pmgrams both require students to successfully wtnplete 

the wotk ternis for graduation. A number of d e n t s  1 interviewed in each program had 

wmpleted seven work terms, and two d e n t s  intended to complete an eighth work term. 

As d d b e d  in Chapter five, Chemistry students perceive that specibic worlr experience 



WU enhance theù fiitrae career prospects, while Engineering students tend to be focused 

on specific employment prospects upon graduation. Chemistry students who over-invest 

in woik term experience, îhcrefore? tend to prefer breadth of experience, while 

Eagineering students opt for depth of experience. Tbis means that over-investiug 

Chemistry stdmts are more likely to seek seven individuai four-month work terms m a 

variety of areas, whiie Engineering students wodd select two eight-month work terms in 

specific mas. How successfùi the scheme of over-invesîment is in helping c w p  

students achieve theù goals, or the advantages that can be gained by over-investment 

cannot be determined h m  this study, but is fertile p u n d  for future investigations of the 

benefits and advantages of CO-op. 

Theme 2: Construction of Professional Knowledge and Identity 

A second pattern of responses concerns the construction of professional knowledge and 

identity. Of interest here is how cosp students leam to be professional, how they 

construct professional identities, and how the social structures aid or hinder that 

development. Professional knowledge is constnicted around content in a ptocess tied 

directly to issues of disciplinary identity, values and purposes (Becher, 1989). Coq 

work terms provide opporhiaities for d e n t s  to gain discipiine-specific knowledge and 

work eXpenence while participating as junior members of a community of practice. Here 

d e n t s  are nonnalizcd into thinking and acting like other members of the community 

(Foucault, 1977; Lave and Wenger, 1991). A h ,  as was seen earlier, by ûansferring new 

knowledge to the workplace or introducing modifications to workplace procedures, CO-op 

d e n t s  can contribute to changes in professional practice. 



While the fust work tem provides c w p  snidents with an introduction to the workplace, 

subsequent work temu sente to deepen their perceptions of what it mcans to work as a 

profèssid in their chosen field. They begin to mako connections between what is 

leamed in the classroam and how theoy is applied in the discipline-specific workplace. 

They also leam new practices and procedures in the workplace and are anxious ta 

demonstrate that new learning when they retum to the classmm. In many cases, 

however, they find little opportunity to do so. Students describe their frustration at the 

apparent lack of faculty intetest in what has been learned on cosp. This h t i o n  is not 

restrictad to the practical skills specific to the workplace. It includes other skills 

developed in the workplace and not taught in the classmm, such as t h e  management, 

specific cornputer skills, team-work skills and so on. The classmm appears to be unable 

or unwilling to accommodate the reflection and intemalization of knowledge gained in 

the workplace. The data suggest that when CO-op students return to the classroom h m  a 

work term, attempts are made to cefocus them into the academic context. The disciplinary 

devices mobiiized include traditional modes of delivery of curriculum material and 

rewards based on academic n o m  in the form of grades. 

Data presented earlier indicate that classmm leaming does not take on meaning for co- 

op students util thete is an opportunity for practical application. Although students leam 

disciplinary skills in the academic context, these skills are usually 'transitional' to the 

workpIace applications, not 'reflective' of them. In other words, students consider 

disciplinary skiils leamed in the academic context as skiils developed 'for' the 



workplace. in contrast, they view reflection on skills leamed 'in' the workplace as a way 

of strengthening understanding of the potential applications. 

While certain technique% and pracîices can be l m c d  in the clasmm, disciplinary 

p d c e  is context dependent, and so are the consequences of actions Even though 

d e n t s  migbt leam certain p d m s  under the controUed conditions of the c l a s ~ ~ ~ ~ m  

or Iaboratory, practicai application still requircs adaptations to conta-specific sites of 

practice. During one of my k l a s s  observations, for example, a stuâent sitting bebind me 

muttered under his breath tbat specific procedures being outlined by the insûuctor in his 

lecture were no longer in use in the workplace. Other students mentioned during 

interviews that certain procedures they are asked to leam in class "do not neccssarily 

wotk tbat way in the workplace" where conditions of application vary considerably fiom 

those of the University classroom or laboratory. Givcn the apparent distinctions between 

theh treatment in the acadcmic and worlcplace contoxts, shùdents' comments about 

workplace practices that made thern feel lilce 'ka1 professionalsn seem d e n t .  

Several issues complicate the pmfessionalization pmcess in CO-op pmgrams, particulmly 

in the scientific disciplines of Chemisûy and Engineering, and in the technical aspects of 

non-science disciplines, S i  Geagraphy and Business (Becher, 1989). Research indicates 

that during professionalization two typcs of know~adge are constnùcted simuitaneowly: 

knowledge that is observable and vctitiable, md knowledge tbat is social and rhetoricai 

(Latour & Woolgar, 1979). Professional knowiedge, thetefore, can be thought of as 

knowledge cOIiSflUCfed in a pmcess tied duectly to issues of disciplinary identity, values, 



and ihetorical purposes, ' arod  content (Bucciarclli, 1994). la other words, in the c q  

classtaom disciplinary knowledge is constructeci as the cognitive content of a discipline, 

conveyed largely h u g h  oral and writtea communication about professional skills. In 

the workplace, disciplinary lrnowledge is consûucted in the milieu of practice-it is not 

leaming then doing, but rather leacning by doing; not leaming theoryfor practice, but 

leamhg theory in practice; not leaming about a profession, but leaming to be a 

professional. The pmcess of constcucting professionai knowledge in c w p  then, can be 

seen as a cornplicated mixture of disciplinary identity, values, chetorical purposes, and 

technical content. 

In the workplace students develop a repertoire of professionai skills while accumulating 

industry-specific work experience. M e r  and discipline are maintained in the CO-op 

workplace through the stmcture of the workplace experience, the collaboration of 

supe~kon  with the univetsity in the training of CO-op students for professional 

discipiines, and tkugh student assessments, evaluatious and rewards. It is duchg the CO- 

op work tenn that snrdents are disciplineci to becorne workers in professid workplaces. 

As students work under the guidance of a supervisor or other senior employee they are 

offéred instruction in specitic pmedures, îhen observed as they practice the procedures 

Co ensure that they perform withto the acceptable limits of the workplace. Stuclents are 

kept uader observation as they leam the routines of the workplace, and advised of 

acceptable site-specifk practices and behaviours. In effect, sîudent bebaviours are 

moulâed to 'fit' into the discipline specific workplace (Foucault, 1977). As they gain 

more experience îhey develop proceducal howledge and expertise in certain areas of a 



profession. Enhanceci levels of procedurai luiowltdge are a huadation oftacit knowledge 

(Polanyi, 1973; Sternberg & Horvath, 1999). nirough repeabd practice in the workplace, 

shdents begin to build a tacit lmawledge base of pmfcssional pnctice. One of the 

benefits of developing tacit hwledge, and skills m expert practice, is that the 

knowledge is available for use in other settings. 

Anothet m a  with the poteatial for contlict is the way that cosp students consûuct their 

identities in îhe academic and wotlqJiace contexts. Stuûeats in the early years of the co- 

op program refer to themselves as a 'University student' in one of the four disciplines 

under study. Then, after gainiag workplace experience they move on to iden twg  

themselves as a ' c w p  student.' F i l y ,  for some, identity takes a more professional 

turn. When asked during the interviews "how do you identm yourselfwhen others ask 

what you do?" students in Business and Geography responded that they usually idente 

themselves either as a university student, or as a cosp student. But students in 

Engineering identifL themsclvcs as cnginms, h m  as early as second year. Interestingly, 

Chemistry students in îheir senior ycar, with a number of completed work terms identify 

themselves as 'B.Sc. Chemists,' These are indications of how students in different 

disciplines constnrct theu identity at d i t  stages of th& program. The development 

of an engineering identity early in the program can k attribut4 to the strong 

professionalization stnictures ad the prescnptivt nature of disciplinary coutscwork in 

Engineering, combined with a mandatory c o s p  program to provide practical experience. 



Does classroom discourse and practice help coop shdents constnict a pmfessional 

identity, or does it instead reinforce thcir identities as studtnts? The classroom practices 1 

observed and those reportcd by studeats in the study indicate that little attempt is made 

by the university to address the students' attempts at the development of a pmfessional 

identity. When they return to the classroom h m  a work term co-op students are once 

again cast in the role of students, and the noms of l e d g  are those of the classroom, in 

the academic context students are rewarded for independent success in a competitive 

grading system, and treated not as junior members of a communîty of practice, but rather 

as individuals that do the bidding of that practice. By moulding themselves to academic 

govemance, co-op students become subordinate, seIf-disciplining subjects of the 

academic context in which they participate (Foucault, 1977). 

While there are certain consistencies in the way that students construct their academic 

identity, there are also inconsistencies. The data are conûadictory on how co-op students 

h m  different disciplines consûuct thei workplace ideatity and on the difficulties of 

constnrcting an identity other than that of stuâent when they retum to the classmm. Data 

presented earlier indicate that co-op students are able to contribute to a community of 

practice by bringing with them new ways of doing certain procedures that can improve 

workplace practice in some way, The rcward for such activity is the acknowledgement of 

colleagues and supervisors, and a feeling by the d e n t  that they have been able to make 

a srnall contribution while gaining vaiuable experience. In the classmm, on the other 

hand, students have little opportunity to innuence the development of curriculum or make 

changes. A rigid system of d e s  and n o m ,  methods and procedures, enforces power 
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diffcrentials (Biggs, 1987). Instnictom wield power over students in tems of grades. 

Coordinators bave the power to assign good work tems or testrict access and 

opportunity. The only way to successfuiiy navigate these power shoals is to become a 

coasummatc student and strivt for the academic grades that constitute the c m n c y  of the 

Unive~sity. 

As students advance thtough the CO-op program, and aAer completing a number of work 

terms, they begin to use the discoutse of the workplace to describe their activities in the 

classniom. The adoption of the discowse of the workpiace is an early indicator of 

changes in students' perceptions of what it means to be a professional in a field of study, 

and their role within the profession. It also signals the internalization of workplace 

discipline (Foucault, 1977). By adopting the language of the workplace CO-op students 

arc 'trying out' their new hybrid role as a student/professional. This might be viewed as a 

transitional stage during which the perception of themselves as cosp students gives way 

to one of 'professionals in training,' as d e n t s  move toward fiil1 membership in their 

professions. Becoming a professional involves more than simply learning the 

foundational knawledge and skills of a discipline; it also requires that students leam to 

conduct themselves in a professional manner. Beyond learning disciplinary knowledge, 

language, and noms during the ptofessionalization process, therefore, students are also 

required to develop a professional persona. 

A professional persona evolves during rcpcated forays into the workplace, and h m  

participation in the activities that make up a pmhsion. As they inmase their pmficiency 



and ski11 lcvels stuâents also begin to ac&pt the ummetisms and vocabulery of the 

profession, and begin to think of thcmselves as junior membcrs. They start to vis& 

themsclves becoming full mcmben of a community of professional practice upon 

completion of their program. Codp students also develop professional networlrs and 

b c k  changes in the market. Knowledge of market conditions and the establishment of 

networks of professionai practice will help them position themselves appmpriately fot the 

iransition h m  coop students to skilled ptofessionals. The Iwel of importance that CO-op 

students attribute kt the dcvelapment of  specific skills in professional practice can be 

seea in the aover-in~estment" phenomewn discusseà earlier. Students wiiiingly extend 

theit time in University to accumdate experience or practice io areas that they deem 

important to their fiitute caner. 

Theme 3: Methods of Assessrnent 

A third pattern of responses relates to methods of assessmmt in c w p  and possible 

confiicts tlutt might aise h m  the use oftwo sets of criteria for assessing student 

achievement and progres. One set is designed to assess ll~lderstanding tbrough 

reproduction of the principles of practice, the 0 t h  assesses understanding through 

demonstmted ptoficiency in practice. Both methods of assasment are employed in CO-op, 

but only one cmks academic cmlit. 

Perceptions of the methads of assessrnent used to evaluate progress in courses c m  

iduence CO-op students' attitudes and approaches to Iearniag (Ramsden Br Eutwistle? 

1981). The time pressures on cosp d e n t s ,  and the cornpetition fot marks to ensure 

they temain in the program, leads Somc students to &pt a leaming strategy that 



addresses the irnmediatc needs of repducing facts on a test (surface-lcvel leamiug) 

rather than fostering understanding (deep-level learning). Snidents perceive that the 

academic assessment and r e d  system in c a a p  fbvours thme with welideveloped 

mernorizaiion skiils, rather than well-developed MderstaiPding. EngestrUm (1994) points 

out h t  while it is casy for shdents to shift h m  a deep to a surfiice learniag stnitegy to 

accommodate perceived assesment objectives, this shift is o h  dificuit in reverse. He 

presents M e r  evidence that m e  students can &velop a compromise strategy or 

'strategic appmach' by finding a middle gtound. In other words, in same courses students 

will adopt a surface strategy because assessment is bsed on accurately reprodwed kcts, 

and in othen use a deep approach where assessment encourages the demonstration of 

understanding. Co-op d e n t s  in the study comment that opportunities to demonstrate 

understandimg are iiiteâ to "those few thinlung questions on tests." Therefore, stuâents 

wbo vdue understanding may adopt a strategic appréach to leaming course matcrial as a 

wping mechanism. They may perceive a n d  to wmpete with stuâents achowledged as 

good memorizcrs, for the grades required to remain in the c o q  program, and also to 

ensure they are considered arnong "ihose with the best marks [who] get better work 

terms" [CF 1 71. 

Both the c o s p  depariment and c o q  employers use a combination of workplace d 

=demk crittria (ieaming objectives and work tcrm reports) to conduct assessmcnts of 

c w p  students' performance on ertch wotk term. Cosp employers are instructad to asses 

students progress toward the leamhg objectives established at the onset ofa c o q  term. 

Midway through the wotk tenn the c o q  cordinator makes a site visit to evaluate 



student's pmgress on the wodc term. On completion of the work term the employer is 

aiso requesteô to evaluate the student's performance, skitl &velopmc11t, and work habits. 

Completion credit (non-academic) is gcanted for each successfd work term. These 

processes and methods of assessrnent in CO-op form what Foucault (1977) describes as an 

integrated system of disciplinary power. 

Acadernic ccedit is reserved for those activities that take place in the classroom and c m  

be assessed using traditional academic critecia. A stated objective of UVic's co-op 

pmgnuns is to enhance the professional development of students. However, the reality of 

pcactice appears to conEradict this objective. Althougb attempts are made to extend the 

academic context into the wotkplace tbtough the development of leamhg objectives for 

work tenns, the academy r e w d  cognitive understanding over the development of 

procedural knowledge and pmctical skills. It seems at odds with itself, and with the 

mainstream educational cwiculurn, by using differing evaluation criteria. 

Theme 4: Power of the Academic Context 

A fourth broad theme concems the power exetcised by the academic context over CO-op 

students' professional development in the classroom, and pcogress in theu program. 

Differences in the acadcmic and workplace contexts canna easily be nsolved. With a 

mandate to assist tht pfessionalization of students by allowhg them to benefit h m  the 

synergy of dual leaming contexts, c w p  education canies stnicîured-in codicts between 

the workplace and the classraom. The workplace can more readiiy take on the 

characteristics ofthe academic context in its approach to Ieaming than the reverse. The 

academy wouid have greater difncuity attempting to adopt workpiace criteria that might 
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dispiace or distort the academic perspective ofleaming. For example, in the classraom 

cosp studmts demonstrate theu lervning of theoreticai ptiaeiples by appropriate 

teproduction on assignmmts such as tests; in the warkplace, knowledge is demonsttated 

tbrough pficiency of practice. But, what happens when tbese hwi systems get out of 

synchtonization? If one of the objactivcs of the iniiversity c w p  program is to assist the 

professional development of students, does it not contradict itself if it rewards cognitive 

derstanding over practical or tacit knowledge? 

The power of the academic context is M e r  reinforced by students' interpretations of 

the objectives of their coursework. When 1 asked students what was the primary objective 

of their coursework they invariably answend that the objective was to get good @es. 

nierefore, what appears important to studcnts in the acadcmic contact is not necessarily 

the development of an in-depth undersiandhg of the foundations of a discipline. Rather it 

is the accumdation of a sufacientiy high GPA that c m  be parlayecl into future c w p  

opportunities. Faculty membors confirm that "students with hi& GPAs tind the CO-op 

program somewhat easier," suggesting that what W l y  mattexs to both instnictors and 

students is less the academic work undertaken in the c o s ~  clasmm, than the grade 

assigaed to the work. 

Furtber evidence ofthe power of the acadcmic contcxt was reportcd eatlier througb 

snidents' cornplaints of infîexible schedules for the delivery of discipünary coursework, 

reinforcing the suspicion that the academic syilabus is priviieged in the cl~ss10orn. The 

types of activities that allow for reflection-m-practice, through sharhg of students' 



expericnces ofthe workplace, are sevmly ümited One way that co-op stuâents fouud to 

provide a forum was to get together with othm in their cohort-people who understand 

because they are in the same situation-anâ talk about their workplace experiences 

during the social activity of study groups. Tbis activity places the statements h m  

engineering students-who find that they increasingly "associate only with oîher 

engineering students"4n perspective. 
#- 

Among their fellows, cadp students can h l y  exchange information about the work 

tenn and share stories of unique leaming experiences ot novel solutions they discovered 

to particular workplace problems. In much the same manner as the photocopier repairmen 

sharing 'wm Stones' about novel solutions to unusuaî pmblems in Julian W s  (1998) 

study, students derive informal kuowledge of the profession through discussions with 

other CO-op students. The incidental leamhg that takes place in these gatherings is simiiar 

to that which occurs in commdties of practice in the workplace (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 

Marsick & Watkins, 1990; Raizen, 1994). At the same time as students are socializing 

and shating 'co-op stories,' they are learning novel solutions to problems that might 

prove useîul when they cncountcr a similar situation on a subsequent work term. 

Co-op studmts' perceptions of the wockplace indicate that their understandhg of the 

realities of the professional context are no5 sbared by the university. The university's 

mandate contaius no reference to the ptaféssional devdopment of c w p  students. The 

university places great emphasis, and thetefore above-average rewards, on the conduct of 

tesearch. Rewards accrue to &cuity who meet the standards ofthe academic context. 



Professors comment that "you can be a bad teacher, but as long as you arc a good 

researcher, you cm still get tenue." Rewatds for teaching contri'butions to c o s p  were 

perceiveâ by faculty as Usadquate. 

The results also indicate that the actions of c w p  stuclents are linked to their experiences 

of the level of support for leaming and ski11 development in the educational environment 

(cf. Astin, 1993; Baird, 1990; Becker, 1961; Bidwell, 1989; Pascarella & Terenzini, 

1991). Quaiity casp experiences are essential to stibdents' perceptions that the University 

is meeting its responsibiiity to assist their professional development, and also to guide 

theû actions toward achieving their educational goals. 

The anaiysis of these four broad themes raises a number of questions. In the classmm, 

do cosp students leam 'in theory' to be professionals, but have limited opportunity to 

convert the theory into practice? What happens when they attempt to apply theory to 

practice? Do cosp students see workplace and classmm practices as distinct? Do they 

choose to act in ways that are more explicitly grounded in the academic context while in 

schaal? How does that afEéct tbeiu perceptions of workplace knowledge? When faced 

with a change in context (ive., h m  the clasmm to the workplace) which tepertoire do 

c w p  stwients draw hm? nit influence of the acadcmic context is evident in one 

student's explanation of how they conducted a new procedute in the workplace, using the 

academic, rather than the workplace context, as a guide: 'l just chose to do it the way 1 

leamed in school and it worked out." Bin thece is litîie evidence h m  the study to 

indicate that students were able to successfiilly adapt workplace procedures to classmm 



exetcises involving p u p  work. This suggests that despite the value the snidents 

themselves place on workplace leamhg, power still residcs with the uuiversity classroom 

and the academic context. 

Section Summary 

In this section 1 aaaiyzed the patterns of results occurriag in the data and described four 

broad themes emerging h m  the results. 1 began by looking at the 'cosp effed-the 

influence of the workplace context on co-op students' perceptions of leamhg and work. 

The workplace experience p d d e s  c w p  students with opportunities to develop skills in 

the context that they will be used, while establishing netwarks of professional contacts 

b t  will assist tlieir transition fiom the university classroom to the world of work upon 

graduation. Ca-op students generally agree that leaming skills in a context of application 

infuses the learning with a durability not experienced when knowledge is scquired out of 

context. Students in dinetent disciplines constmct their acader.uk and professional 

identity differently. 

The power exercised by the academic context over c w p  students' professional 

development in the classmm is mediated through methods of assessment. The academy 

values cognitive understanding over the development of procedural knowledge and 

practical skills. Inflexible schedules for the delivery of disciplinary cousework l a d  

support to complaints that the classmm context privileges the demie syllabus rather 

than practicai knowledge. Infiexible schedules Mt opportunities for reflection-on- 

practice, whete students share experiences of the workplace. The usual claims for co-op 

are that students leam to be professional thmugh the cumulative effects of wodcplace and 
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classrmm experience. My evidence contmdicts this, su-g that sîudcnts c e t d g  to 

the classroom h m  a work tenn are fmed to madapt to the academic context. 

In the following section 1 nflect on and interpret the hdings of my study using 

theoreticai perspectives h m  the remmh litemtwc on leaming and wodc. 

II: Perceptions of Leaming and Work 

in this section, 1 s u d  predominant patterns of student's tesponses to leaming and 

work and suggest possible explanations for thern. In order to examine the d e  of 

cognition and expertise in the worlcplace 1 revisit the theoretical literatures of cognitive 

and situated Icarning presented earlier in the literstute review. My objective is to interpret 

these iittratutes as I examine how theories of cognition and situated learning csn be used 

to understand how, and in what ways, the worlplace infiutllccs c w p  students' 

cousûuction of knowledge. 

Cognitive Learning 

Cognitive psychology pmvides accoiints of ûow individuais organize "representatiolls" of 

both conceptual and procedural knowledge into cognitive structures. These are aquired, 

organisai in memory, and subBcqmtly used in both mutine and non-mutine cognitive 

activitics swh as problem solving, transfcr and l e h g  (Billett, 1999). The argument 

here is similar to that found in the adult ducation literahtn through MeProw's (1991) 

"meaning systems" which act as nItm in learning. 



The ability to later deploy effactive cognitive structiires in non-mutine situations within a 

domain of lcnowledge distinguishes experts h m  novices (Wagner & Sternberg, 1986). 

Cognitive psychologists contend tbat the howledge and skiil required for workplace 

performance, aithough associated with a particular discipline or subject matter, must be 

generic enough to enable the transfer of knowledge h m  one situation to another. This 

focus pmmpted attempts to identifl generic competencies for the workplace (cf 

Conference Board of Canada, 1992; Evers et al., 1998; Camevale et al., 1990). 

The cognitive fiterature M e r  suggests that knowledge acquisition and development 

occur largely through pmblem-solving, defined as a cognitive activity (Billett, 1996). 

This perspective, however, disembeds thinking and learning h m  their contexts, and, 

therefore, fails to account adequately for the influence of context on leaming in situations 

like the workplace. Expertise is coastnicted as a cognitive phenornenon in which thinking 

is a skiii. n ie  utiiity of interna1 attributes is emphasised at the expense of social and 

culturai contributions to thinking and acting. Cognitive psychology thus fails to account 

fot the effects of context on leaming in regards to cwp.  

Regardless ofthis shortcoming, tesults of this study indicate that learning objectives are 

becoming part of the work-term pmcess. Co-op students mut now set cognitive leamhg 

objectives for the work term in advance, thereby possibly excluding the sociocuiturai 

workplace context and d g  the risk of students focushg on the behaviourai objectives 

at the expense of other leaming opportunities. Thus, to understand how CO-op çtudeaîs 

constmt discipüo~~specific knowltdge in the workplace we need to reach beyond 



cognitive psychology. We need a broader view of knowledge construction, one that 

incoprates the sociohistoricai origias of knowledge and its appropriation tbmugh social 

mediation (Vygotsky, 1978,1987). 

A constmctivist view of knowledge construction situates individuals in the social and 

cultural çitcunis&aces in which they act. To understaad how c w p  students develop 

skills and expertise on a work tenn, therefore, we must first acknowledge that in 

particular workplace's embedded values reflect the culture of practice. We must also take 

into account the particular circumstances under which the knowledge originates, and is 

then transformed by the student. The desire of c w p  supporters to be perceived as 

advancing students' learning in a way acceptable to academic parameters is evident in the 

mapping of progress against learning objectives. In reality, however, such objectives fail 

to capture any sense of the conditions under which cosp students' knowledge 

construction and learniag take shape in the workplace. 

nie  above discussion links back to the previous discussion on generic or key 

competencies for the worlrplace. What makes the generic competencies argument 

difncult to accept uncritically, is that competencies or skills suggested as generic to 

workplaces-such as readiig and quantitative SUS, cognitive thinking SUS, and 

vanvanous interpersonal skills-are viewcd as learning outcornes comparable in value to 

specific job skills or capabilities (Berryman, 1993; Camevale, 1990; Coderence Board of 

Canaâa, 1992). Because the generic comptemies argument has its mots in cognitive 

psychology, it tends to privilege declarative or operational knowledge (knowing-how to 



jwform a skill), rather than competent application of the skill. The gen& competencies 

argument also ignores the d t y  of the workplace-even within specXc professions or 

occupations, job demands vary considerably between different compmies and contexts- 

and thecefore it makes Little sense to speciQ exact competencies without developing an 

abiiity to transfer or apply them in different contexts. 

A key assumption about leaming at work is that it has something to do with an individual 

experiencing something new at work then, by reasoning or logically thinking through 

their previous work experience, they are able to give the new experience meaning 

(Billett, 1996). However, the ceality about learning at work in c w p  is that it is fiamecl by 

the assumptions of the particular way it is viewed. Proof of an individual's on-the-job 

leaming currently relies heavily on what is observable and measurable. This perspective 

assumes an objective reality, and ignores any contribution fiom subjective experience. 

The prominent discourses of learning at work include such terms as "experience-based 

leaming," "compctence," "nflection," and "cognition." in some cases, even though they 

have different meanings, these tenns arc used interchangeably, pointhg to the d e p e  of 

complexity of hctofs that can shape one's lamiag, and also determine what counts as 

leaming in the workplace. Dissatisfaction with this conflation of tenninology led 

resemhers to seek different approaches to understaading the importance of the social and 

cuiturai setting in which cognitive activity takes place. One such approach-situated 

leming-stems h m  a sociocultural thcory of cognition, which argues that the social 

setting in which cognitive activity takes place is integral to the activity, not just the 



sum,undbg context for it (Tennant, 1999). As such, situated lcsming theory (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991) offers a powerfiil theorization of the workplace-based learning tbat cosp 

students experience. 

SituaW Learning 

While on a work term, c w p  students develop knowledge thtough guided patticipation in 

goai-directed activities of the practice. In this scenacio, leaming occurs through 

engagement wiîh routine and non-routine problem-solving activities, under the influence 

of a particdat community of practice, Through repeated activity in work situations with 

similar sociocuitural practices, a d e n t  cm, over the ,  develop a repertoire of skills that 

will becorne associated with expert practice. Accotding to BiUett (1999) lcnowledge 

acquired in this way is more likcly to later transfer across settings that share similar 

sociocdtural practices. 

C w p  students responses reported earlier Uidicate their enthusiasm with what they 

leanid on their work tenns. But, when asked how they leam, common responses are 

"just by doing things," or '7 watched someone else do it and then I tried it," or "my 

supervisor showed me and 1 just did it." Two things might be interpted k m  these 

comments (1) the types of activities that cosp students engage h will determine what 

they leam, and (2) the amount of guidance d e n t s  receive while engaging in leamhg 

will detemine the quality of that leamhg. This suggests that once a ski11 is leamcd, its 

successfiil transfer to another workplace situation will depend on the type of guidance 

available in the new workplace. In other words, a ski11 leamed in one workplace can be 

transf id  to another workplace once the procedures and guidelines for application are 
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asecrtaiaed. FoUowing this view, skills learned in îhe classroom might trsnsfer to the 

workplace as long as sppropriate guidance in appiication is ptovided Guidance, then, 

becomes a key element of rapid and e M v c  tmsfer, 

Stuâents cm also ûansfir skiiis bctween situations by using either trial and error to 

achieve satisfactory resuits, or by accessing expert or tacit knowledge. Although a ski11 

might be generic (like leamhg to drive) the specific application (âriving a bus) cm be 

pcrfamed well in a short pend of time with guidance, or lamecl over a longer period of 

tirne through trial and error. This suggests that a skiIl must bc learned fmt (driving a car) 

before specific applications of the ski11 (driving a transport truck) can be subsequently 

practised. 

Once a ski11 is learned well enaugb to be automateci (routinized or internalized), effort 

must be directed to appropriate applications of the skill. This suggests that what is 

irnpotant in the transf'er of sküis is not adeqwy in the skiil itsclf, but the ability to 

2idequately practice the skiiî in d i i n t  settings. Atter dl, isn't that wbat differentiates 

experts fiam novices? Experts have the ability, with seemingly iittle effort, to switch the 

application @ractice) of a ski11 bttwecn a variety of areas within the samc sphere of 

professianal practice. The limitation is that the mas of pmctice mwt be similar enough 

to enable the ûansfet to take place. An individual skilled at driving a car will mt 

necesdy be able to transfer that skiii and knowfedge to an attcmpt to drive a transport 

truck. 



Thetefore, the key to transfer appears to be the opportuaity to practice a ski11 in a variety 

of sisdm (Le. closely relateci) situations. Hence caap students progress b m  novice 

toward expert thtaugh squential work tenns in similar workplaces. C w p  thus appears 

to provide more opportunities for d e n t s  to kcome proficient in certain skiils. Students 

arc able to acccss appropriate guidance in a variety of discipline-specific areas, enabhg 

them to develop 'patterns of expertise' which c m  be drawn on in the hture when 

confrontai by a similar problem in a diffetent setting. In fact, they develop tacit 

knowledge. They become able to search through their memory banks, or utilize 

environmental cues to indicate which skills sre appropriate to meet specific applications. 

niey are then able to visualize the correct application in their head before they respond. 

With t he ,  they might becorne proficient enough in a ski11 that the response appears to 

happa before a clear idea is formed (Hatsopolow & Hatsopouios, 1999). 

Once a c w p  student develops a body of tacit knowledge they will be able to petform 

tasks quickly and efficiently, but may not be able to explain fully how they accomplished 

the task. This is what Joseph Horvath (1999) and Michael Polanyi (1973) refer to as 

"knowing more than they can tell." If experience dows individuals to develop enhanced 

skills in application, then it follows that wiîh experience (repeated use) comes the tacit 

knowledge of the multiple uses for that SM, within appropriate limits. Experience gained 

through repeated use ofa ski1 then becornes a pmxy of tacit knowledge. 

In light of the above, it appears that what co-op d e n t s  leam through the everyday 

activities of the workplace, is different fiom what they leam in the mutine activities of 



the classt~om. Diffmnt workplace satings ptescat opportunitics for a variety of 

dvi t ies ,  expcrienccs and guidance. This Wmg the case, appropriate placement becornes 

a critical factor in the quality of workplacc lcaming. T h t o d  direct ( h m  supervisor) 

and indirect ("the way we do it heren) guidance, c w p  students on work terms gain 

expeience, wbich reinforces and extends their knawledge. In some cases the workplace 

might also offer oppartutities fQr stimdeats to develop certain specialized skills in areas 

that ere nat offered by the University. 

Drawing on Piaget's (1968) concept ofquilibrium, Biliett (1999) suggests individuals 

inkgrate new idonnation with what they already know. A shident in the study who 

desdbed king faced with l e d g  a new cornputer software package on the work t m  

provided an example of this. in attempting to understand how to use it the d e n t  

"simply thought about (rcflacted on) other pmgrams 1 was alnady famifiar with, and 

appmached it the same way" [CSP20]. The praeess employai by the student was one of 

seeking equilibriurn between what was known and wbat was new. A process of 

assimilation (linking existing knowlcdgc to tbe activity) and accommodation 

(transforming existing knowledgc into new bwledge by incorporating new concepts) 

allowed the student to complete the task. The process of accomm&tion would bave 

been the most diEcult part of the pmcess for the studcnt. Because knowledge building is 

demanding work, a sîudent must be motivated to engage in it, particularly if the task is 

musual or out of the ordinary. Research tells us that if a tasic has personal meaning it will 

be easier to lem, and wili allow accommodation mon readily (Temant 1999; Engestttrm 

1994). The novelty of the wbtkplace compared with the classmom, and the diffetence in 



leaming context (comrnunity of practice) may motivate or stimulate a cosp  sîudent's 

desire to consûuct new knowledge. They then will becosne more willing to m d i  

existing knowledge sûuctures in order to leam new skiüs. 

Bülett (1999) extends the work of Andemn (1993) and Shuell(1990) to illustrate how 

learning occurs tbmugh problcm solving. He points to two types of pmblem solving: (1) 

mutine (analogous to assimilation), and (2) non-routine (analogous to accommodation) 

pmblem solving. Routine tasks are what we do every day (like compter keyboarding), 

and every t h e  we deal with them we reinforce our existing knowledge. Non-mutine 

pmblem solving, on the der han& requires an extension ofexisting knowledge; we 

must construct new knowledge to deal with the uniqueness of the problem. 

C w p  students indicate that they use their daily activities in the worlrplace to assist them 

with both routine and non-routine problem solving. They extend theu pmficiency with 

current skills tluough repeated use and reinforcement, and develop new sküls through 

guided assistance in addressing new problems. Problem solving in these everyday 

activities is what Rogoff (1990) refen to as 'moment-by-moment leanüag.' And, because 

pmblem-solving situations are infiwnced by the circumsîances in which they take place, 

what is leamed wiil, to a certain extent, be situation specific. 

Cosp  stuâents in the same learning situation wil l  deveiop new knowiedge at dinecent 

rates. Students' exisîing stock and level of lmowledge Vary, as do thek individuai 

leaming styles. Accordingiy, they will intemalize new information differently, and 



reproduce it at different levels. Compare, for example, a cosp student learning a new 

skill on a first work tmn, with a student h m  the same program on a fourth work tem. 

The first-tenn c w p  student must constnict new knowledge using a ümited base of 

existing knowledge containing few sllniiar examples. The more experienced CO-op 

student, with a larger and more varied base of knowledge to draw on, will be able to fiad 

solutions more tapidly. 

But, a c w p  work tenn is not just about learning new things in new situations; students 

do not construct their workplace knowledge unqwstioningly. Each student approaches 

the work term with an individual set of values and beliefs. Their workplace experiences 

are filtered through their individual belief systems and structured by the social values and 

beliefs of the workplace. Further, how students l e m  a procedure, whether h m  a 

supervisor, CO-worker, or text-based material Mce a manual, will help shape their 

perceptions of the potency of the source of büuction. if the outcome is successful, they 

are likely to resort to (or consider) that soutce again in the fiiturc, for assistance in 

salving similar pmblcms. 

In summary, CO-op workplaces appear to provide students with experiences that are 

usehl in the construction of knowledge for workplace performance. But it is unclear, at 

this stage, whether that experience and workplace knowledge can be extended to 

classmm performance when the studeat rcturns to campus. Because the two I&g 

contexts are different we wouid not expect workpiace-specific activities to be readily 

transferable. However, instnictors acknowledgiiig the d u e  of workplace training can 



reinfime certain aspects of workplace skills in the classmom. My in-class observatiws 

cornbined with studcnts' interview comments suggest UVic still bas a considerable way 

to go in this regard. 

The question oftramfer of learning, particularly h m  the workp1ace to the classtoom, i s  

made more dificuit because the laiowledge structures and eavironments of the wo&place 

are different in kind h m  those of the classmom. According to Perkins et al., (1993), 

knowledge structures can be classified into thrce typa: 1) propositional knowledge 

including fa&, stattments, and assertions, u sd ly  presented as text-ôased inert 

knowledge; 2) procedurai knowledge, comprising the knowledge we use to think and act 

with; and 3) d i p i t i d  knowledge, consisihg of persona1 values, attitudes and 

interestS. 

Fmm the data presented earlier, it is muonable to assume that c o s p  workplace 

experiences will result in students constnicting knowledge of al1 three types. The type of 

knowledge that becomes dominant will depend on the social situation in which the 

knowledge is acquired. For example, propositional knowledge might corne h m  reading 

an employee manuai, outlining appropriate ernployce activities. Procedurai knowledge 

may then be honstrated in the way the cosp d e n t  uses the manual ta guide their 

activitics in the workpiace, to help them to complete tasks. Finally, a cosp student's 

dispositional knowledge might include voluntary cornpliance with, or monitoring of, 

worlrphce health or d k t y  standards, or ethicai guidelines. Dispositional knowledge can 

be positive, negative, or neutral towards the employer. 



C w p  Workplaces as Sis of Lemming 

So tiu we have concluded that the wockplace activities in which cosp students engage 

infiuence the knowledge they construct, and that the n o m  and values of the workplace 

frame the activities of CO-op students. In other words, workplace activities and the 

associated knowledge construction are situated within a context of 'what is done' and 

'how it is done' in that particular workplace. Each workplace is situation specific in this 

regard. 

Because each workplace expecience can contain elements of both 'what' and 'how' types 

of knowledge, possibilities exist for inappropriate learaing to occur. In much the same 

way that a 'hidden curriculum' (Snyder, 197 1) can exist in the higher education 

classmm, a 'hidden agenda' can exist in the workpiace. This may consist of 

inappropriate practices (such as lack of quality conüol, short cuts) or questionable 

bchaviours (restrictive practices or non-inciusive behaviours), which a ca-op student 

rnight adopt as the nom. 

To develop mbust knowledge in the workplace cosp students require a combination of 

engagement with pmgressively more challcnghg work tasks, guidance fiom supervisors 

and fellow workers, and ongoing, ind i i t  guidance from the workplace setting. Biilett 

(1996) compares robust workplace leaming to the leaming that nsults h m  immersion 

courses of language studies. He argues that Unmersion in workplace activities can mult 

in knowledge being constructed and ~ ~ @ s e d  in ways that not only achieves cunent 

workplace goals, but c m  also be traasferml to other similar situations and circumstances. 



Another significaat concem in the development of knowledge on a work terni has to do 

with the guidance that is providai to c w p  students in the workplace. Knowledge of 

procedures may be more fieely shand in some workplaces that in othecs. For example, in 

small competitivc businesses there may be concem about the sbanng of specific 

ioformation with a short-term CO-op student, who rnigfit conceivably secute a future work 

term with a cornpetitor. Therefore, coiip students must be made aware by the supervisor 

that because of the propcietary nature of sensitive information, what is offered to the 

student might be less tban is normally appropriate for leaming a procedure. 

A common concem s h e d  by both the univecsity and cosp employers is how the 

knowledge acquitcd in one location can be transferred to anoiher context. Until recently 

the concem has been for ûansfer within similar contexts, for example h m  one 

workplace to auother. But higher education has long suggested that the skilis taught to 

students in the classmm should be îransferable beyond the walls of the academy. A 

perceived lack of congruence between the academic skills provided by higher education 

and the demands of the market set the foundation for the relevancy debate described 

earlier. 

me Classloom Leamhg Context 

Univetsities contend that they ptovide foundational s u s  that can be applied to a large 

segment of the market. There are certain generic skills, such as literacy, numecacy, and 

thinlring skills that are requved by ai l  workets. How &ese skiils are deployed in the 

marketplace is to some extent up to specfic industries or professions. It is also the 



respansibility of industry to t a h  these gcndc skiils and mouid them to fit the spbcific 

requirements of the workplace. This is something that canriot be done in the university 

classmom. Therefore, as casp  students pointeci out earlier, the d e  of the university is to 

provide students with the basics of a professional education, with an emphasis on 

teaching students how to leam, and how to tramfer that learning to different contexts. 

But does not the responsibility of the university extend beyond the institution? In other 

words, do universities not have a responsibility to ensure that c o s p  graduates are capable 

of adapting to life beyond the walls of the academy? From an educational perspective, 

then, should not attempts be made to identify skills that have the greatest potential for 

transfer to areas outside the university? Unlike traditional university students, whose 

undergraduate experience is largely confined to the classroom and the laboratory, c m p  

students' experience occurs in both the classroom and the workplace. Because CO-op 

pmgrams involve learning in dual contexts, and because we addressed the workplace 

leaming context earlier, we must now devote attention to the context in which academic 

leaming takes place-the classroom. 

Co-op Classrooms as Sites of Leaming 

1 begin my examination of c w p  students' perceptions of leaming in the academic 

context by investigating theu experience in the university classroom. In the previous 

section 1 presented information on îhe effects of context on leaming in the workplace. It 

is important to make clear that what 1 am atttmpting here is an interpretation of students' 

perceptions of the effects of context on Iwming, and not an evaluatioa of the courses 



themselves or the methods of assessrnent in the courses. In other words my interest in this 

section is in understanding how leaming and the leaming situation appear to the leamer. 

A dominant fmture of most University undergraduate education is that at some point in 

the program students begin to specialize in an m a  oftheu chosen discipline. At that tirne 

the context within which leaming takes place changes. The ciasstoclrn dyii9mics change. 

Class sizes become smaller allowing for more personal interaction with instructors and 

changing the instnictor-student relationship. Assessrnent masures and evaluation of 

pmgress are based less on a reproductive orientation (in the fom of quizzes and tests) 

and more on a meanhg orientation (essays, case M e s ,  reports), and students 

conceptions of leaming change. In what follows 1 attempt to demonstrate the effects of 

the context of leamhg by examinhg the relationship betwcen c o s p  students' appmaches 

to leamhg and th& perceptions of leaming tasks at a nuniber of sepatate, but 

interco~ected levels. Tn adopting this appmach 1 dernonstrate my agreement with 

Becher's (1989) contention that at a general lcvel, the 'atrnosphere' of the academic 

department affects students' leaming orientations and ultimately their approaches to 

specific academic tasks. 

Ramsden (1997) provides a usefiil framework for anaiyzing effects of the Ieaming 

context. He argues that when attempting to understand the effcçts ofcontext on students' 

leaming, the focus must nmain on the ways in which ''the students' perceptions of 

assessment, teachhg, and courses inthence theu attitudes and approaches to studying," 

and not with the "objective characteristics of assessment and teachhg methods" (p.200). 



This fiamework allows me to examine the nlationsbip between colop students' 

approaches to study aud their percepiions of the leaming context at separate levels across 

the four programs. In this way, important diffcrences in the context of leaming in the 

different subject areas can be made explicit. 

C w p  students' perceptions reporteci eadier and my in-class observations indicate that 

academic departments in the sciences and the arts are inhabited by different types of 

insûuctors and students. ïherefore the "atmosphere" of these departments diffa 

(Ramsden, 1979; Ramsden & Entwistle, 198 1). However, because students in rny study 

are drawn h m  both pure and applied disciplines in the sciences and arts (Becher, 1989), 

thc task becomes one of differentiating between comments made by students about d e r  

disciplines, and cornparisons made by students W e e n  the contexts of other disciplines 

and theu own. The way that a co-op student talks about another program cm reflect their 

perceptions of the context of th& program cornparcd to other programs. For example, a 

Chemistry student suggests '7 am in science, and in general people in the science hcuity 

sort of look down thcir noses at people in the arts tiiculty" [CSP34], A business studcnt 

proclaims "arts courses arc not perceived to be particularly usehi by a lot of people in the 

commerce hculty, they take them as mer courses because they are requind to take non- 

commerce electives" [CSP38]. These comments provide evidence of how the attitude of a 

department can effect CO-op students' perceptions of the context of learning in the 

depariment. 



At the same time the 1ttituàes and interests of individual co-op students ean dm affect 

their pctception of the context of a discipline. Students' comments pmented eatlier 

meal perceptions of subjcctively defïned or steceotypicai dictetlces between the types 

of learahg txpected in diffmnt subject areas. Science and Engineering courses an 

thought of as rigidly d e k d  but wrtbwhile, while Arts courses are considemi by some 

to be "easier" and legs stnictured. Courses for the Business and Geography pmgcams fa11 

midway between the rigid structure of engineering, and the 'unstructureci' arts. 

C w p  students' perceptions of assessment requirements in academic coursework can also 

uinwnce iheù approsch to learning. According to Ramsden (1997) "students' interests, 

attitudes to stuâying, and appniaches to academic tasks are strongly relatcd to thek 

experience of teaching and assessmeatn (p.202). Cosp students in my study camplained 

that there are Ulsufacient guidelines for assessment. They suggest that W s  up to the 

teachets to decide wbat they teach" and therefore "when they decide to make exams that 

are much harder than other teachcrs, you just can't do anything about it" [CSP43]. Others 

were disappointeci tbat there "isn'ta common grading scheme acmss different sections of 

the same course," therefore "one class average could be A- and the other dass average 

could be a B, [men though] it is the same material." But the iastnictors "use dEerent 

tests and a difirent marking scheme" [CSPlq. 

Perceptions ofthe di£fe~nces in structure and learning demands between the arts and 

sciences is describtd by Lauriliard (1997, p. 140) as the diffbrence betwcen ''operational 

Iearning" and "comprehension learaiag." Extendhg the e a r k  work of Pask (l976), 



Lsdard  defines operat id ieaming as 'terticai pthways îhat aliow for the 

wnstn~~tion of h- the use of d e s ,  techniques, procedures, and the matljpuiatim 

of entities in the subject-matter domain." This description of operational leamiag matches 

the leatning perceptions of the science students in my study. ûn the other hand, 

comprehension learning is "horizontal pathways: the description of the construction at 

both levels, globai and local, the interprttation of theu m d g ,  the search for analogies 

with othcr similar constwiim" (ibid, p. 140). Tbis description, hterpretation, and 

compairison of relationships betwecll topics more closely rescmbles cosp snidents' 

descriptions of leaming in the arts. Students' perceptions of the différent deman& of the 

two culhires (Snow, 1964) provide an indication of how leaming tasks are set in arts and 

science departments, and how cosp students inhrpret these tasb. 

By contrasting the experience of d e n t s  fimm different program areas we can begin to 

see how the context of leaming, and the attitude of the academic department affécts 

snidents' perceptions oftheir discipline. Combining thcse with other resdîs reportecl 

earlier WC cm begin to understand how much context and attitude a f k t  cosp students' 

perceptions of leaming. A gtowing body of tescarch eviâence attests to the effect of 

context on leaming in the University classroom (Biggs, 1987; Entwistk, 1984,1996; 

Ramsden, 1979,1981,1997), and in the worlrplace (Lave, 1991b, 1993; Lave & Wenger, 

1991; Wenger, 1998; Boud & Garrick, lm). However, there is little in the way of 

research on the effects of context in prognuns-such as CO-op-WIiere leamhg alteniates 

between contexts throughout the progiam. 



Summary 

In this chapter 1 began to explain wby certain patterns of results occur as they do. These 

pattems were subsequently woven into a tapestry of explanation of how learning in dual 

contexts impacts co-op students, and how they come to understand the d e  ofco-op and 

theù position in the program. Learning in c w p  takes place in the duai contexts of the 

workplace, where leaming is socially constnicted, and the classmrn, where students 

construct theù own knowledge. The workplace context not only supports, but also 

actively encourages, co-op students to develop a professional persona. This is not, the 

case with the academic context. Students found leaming workplace procedures in the 

context of the classroom less effective than leaming procedures and skills in the context 

of the workplace, where leaniing and application took place simultaneously. As they 

develop skiils in the dynamic milieu of workplace communities of practice, students 

becorne convinced that learning is what transpires in the workplace, not in the static, de- 

bound classroom, where the activity is better describeci as "studying." 

C w p  students' attitudes and approaches to leaming are influenced by their perceptions 

ofthe methods of assessrnent used to evaluate progress in the academic context. The 

seemingly singular focus on grades in the academic context forces co-op students to 

compete with others for grades in order to achieve their individuai objectives. This is just 

one example of the power of the academic context in c w p  pmgrams. C w p  sets up 

confiicts between the classroom and the workplace by attempting to extend academic 

assessrnent into the workplace context, priviieging the academic syllabus, and restricting 



oppodmities for cosp students to reflcct on wotirplace practice and shan thtir 

experiences of the work tenn. 

By operationaiiig classmm leamhg on c w p  work ternis students begin to 

comprehend the relationship between theory and practice. The reverse is also tme. A 

large number of students pteferred the concrete methd of leaming with the hmd 

and then with the head." Fot thcse studeab, lemhg the practical applications of a 

procedure prior to leaming the underlying theory leads to a dceper understanding than 

can be achieved by classroom learning alone. As students pmgress h m  novice toward 

professionai in ternis of workplace expecience, they develop deeper knowledge of 

professional practices, and inmashg levels of tacit and expert knowledge. Evidence 

indicates that what CO-op students lem through the everyday activities of the workplace, 

is different fÎom what they l em through the mutine activities of the classroom. 

in the next chapter 1 present the summary, discussion, and conclusions of the study. 



CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSIONS 

The University has historically playcd an important role in pmmoting the principles of 

social democracy through teaching, research and social critique. Today the demand is for 

an education relevant to the "new" and higbiy competitive global information economy. 

Universities are changing the development and defivcry of higher education. Alternative 

strategies are king devised that wiU ptepate young people to take their place in the 

workplace of the new economy. These changes create tension between quality and 

standards on the one hand and equaiity and mess on the other. 

Co-op education, particuiarly in the cases snidied here, is a response to a particuiar social 

value, one that perceives a need for university graduates who can contribute new ideas 

that will build prosperity in the global &etplace. As well as the traditionai purpose of 

developing civic leaders, therefore, unimities an perceived as having an obligation to 

help undergraduates enter the labour market. This is not a universai opinion, however; 

counter-arguments about the purpose of the university are numerous (see Chapter 3). 

Concerns are raiscd that in reocienting the University to f d  the demands of the 

marketplace, we severely compmmize its ability to meet the traditional mandate of 

delivering intellechial challenge and personal Mfilment. It is claimed that an orientation 

to the market vocationaiizes the curriculum and tbat this, together with an increase in the 

number of professional prognuns, distulbs the University's traditional cornmitment to 

'bidung.' 



It is the fear of v o c a t i ~ o n  that has, in the pst, kept c o q  on the margins as a non- 

academic program. Now, however, c w p  is king granted limitcd status within the 

academic cote of the univenity. Nevertheless, evidence h m  this study suggests that, 

while the d e  of the university in society may be changing, the traditional univenity 

classroom is not. One d oniy consider the lack of academic credit for workplace 

learning and a steadfàst mistance to students transferring workplace experience to the 

classmm. As a pedagogical innovation, therefore, csap  remains an adjunct to rather 

than an integral part of rnainstteam education. 

Results of this study indicate that UVic's administrators value CO-op education's ability 

to keep the University in touch with the surroundmg community, through the deployment 

of students on c o q  work terms, and through soliciting information h m  business on 

changing skill dexnands in the work place. The demand for co-op spaces and programs at 

UVic exceeds the supply, creating pressure for the administration to allocate additional 

fun& to c w p  programming. The potential of ofbtting the increasing costs of 

undergraduate educatim through income h m  c w p  work tenns appears to be 

iduencing this demand. 

In this study 1 explored students' experience of CO-op education programs at the 

University of Victoria, how this experience shapes th& perceptions of learning and 

work, and how, through these perceptions, they ultimately mdce meaning out of their 

undergraduate expecienct. This chapter summarizes the sntdy' draws conclusioas, and 

makes a number ofrecommendations. 



Summary and Conclusions 

nie study was designed to provide a more complete understanding of CO-op education; it 

explorecl students' experience of the program, and focuseci on the unique set of social 

forces and relationships reprcsented in c o q  ducation. Two broad questions guided the 

study: (1) How does the structure of c w p  ducation impact students' understaudhg of 

leaming and work? and (2) How do students make meaning of the CO-op pmess? 

My study was conducted at the University of Victoria (Wic), the third largest ca-op 

provider among Canadian universities. I consulteci the documentary record to discover 

details of the adoption and expansion ofco-op programs at Wic, where they were 

situated in the organizationai s ~ n i c ~ i r e ,  and how c w p  developed historically within the 

University. 

The research design 1 adopted was chat of a nested case study. The University of Victoria 

represented the first level; the co-op department the second level; four individual CO-op 

programs comprised the third level; and CO-op students constituted the unit of anaiysis for 

the fourth level. The study employed a variety of data collection methads. in addition to 

consulting the histond and dacumentary record, 1 admhistered a survey to provide data 

on c w p  students' satishtion with theu pro-. Formal interviews were conducted 

with c w p  coordinators and University administrators, and both forma1 and informal 

interviews with fhcuity associateci with the hur prognuns under study. My interviews 

with co-op students were 'in-depth,' focusing on the students' experience of methods of 



ICCNitment, fbms of iegulatioa, cffects of l e d g  costext, academic implications and 

~nploymeat outcornes. My purpose was to understand how c o q  stipdents âevelop 

perceptions of leaming and wo& and how they use these perceptions to derstand their 

experience. 

The study pduced five key findiags and six gcncral conclusions, summarized below: 

1. The CO-op work term produces a 'ctxp eflect' that shapes students' perceptions of 

learning and professianal wotk and has a pronounced irnpact on their experience of 

the codp program. Results presented earlier attest to the impact of the c w p  effect, 

on the way students make meanhg of their w o p  experience. Co-op students perceive 

the work tenn as the defining characteristic of CO-op educatim. The first work term is 

a rite de passage into the culture of CO-op and is vie- by shidcnts as a 

transfomative experience. The work tem stnictutes students' expectations of the co- 

op program; they gauge theu success according to the quaüty of work tenns they 

obtain. As the site of Iearning, professiid developmmî, and transformation, the 

discipline-specific workplace is whem ctrop stwlents leam the langusge and norms 

of a profession. ûeveloping pmféssiod skills in the dymdc milieu of workplace 

communities of practice instills in c o s p  students a perception (the c w p  effcct) that 

Learning is what h a p p  in the workplace, while studying is what takes place in the 

static context of the classroom. Perceptions ofthe enhanceci market vaiue of situation- 

spccific workplace experienccy and the tacit and procedurai knowledge embedded in 

that experienu, leads some c o q  students to over-invest in accmdating specsc 

experience to enhance futun carter choices. 



2. The power of the academic context, particularly thugh the setting and assessrnent of 

academic objectives, mediatcs cosp students' professional development. Infiexible 

schedules for the delivery of academic coursework privilege the classroom syllabus 

over workplace learning, and prevents integration of classroom and workplace 

components. To offset being silenced in the classroom, students form groups where 

they can exchange 'co-op stories' and assist each other's leaming. Evidence suggests 

that while co-op students l e m  'in theory' how to be professionals in the academic 

context, the classmm provides Limiteci opporhmities to convert that theory into 

practice. The professionaiization pmess of cosp students is complicated, therefore, 

by the difficulty of integrating the profbsianal and academic contexts, and by the 

opaque connections between a profession's theoretical foudations and the teaching 

and l e h g  pmcess. 

3. Theories of cognition and situated leamhg employed to explain the c w p  effect 

indicate that learning is socidly consttucted in the co-op workplace, while in the 

classmm studcnts constnict their own knowledge. An important finding of the study 

is that while students' perceptiotts of leamhg are cognitive constructions, theu 

appmches to leaniing and learning strategies (deeplsurface), are situated procedures. 

In other words, perceptions of leanhg are theoretical consûucts that are put into 

practice as learning strategies. My evidence suggests that, when mapped onto the 

pmcess of cwp,  cognitive and situated thcories of leaming are complementary rather 

than contradictory in explainhg the development of leaming. What students leam, 

and how they l e m  fiom everyday activities ofthe professional workplace is diBetent 

h m  what and how they leam in the routine activities ofthe classroom. Learning 
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pracîical slalls in the workplace prior to 1e-g undcrlyitig theory in the c1BS81KKlrn 

leads CO-op students to a deeper understanding tban can be achieved by classroom 

teaming alone. 

4. LEataing anâ skill development ate context-dependent and mcdiated by individual 

leamhg strattgics. The stratcgies that cosp students adopt, and the reasons they 

adopt them, affect theu conceptions of Iearning and work. Coquently, the types of 

activities that cosp students engage in on a work term detemine what they leam, 

whilc the degm of guidancc sîudents -ive while engaghg in leaming will 

determine the quality of that learning. Workplace leaming is situation-specific in the 

sense that it is more likely to transfer to sites with similar sociocultural practices. 

Guidance is shown to be a key element in rapid and effective Enuisfer of leaming. in 

the transfer of skilis, then, it is not adequacy in the ski11 itseiftûat is of prime 

impmhace but the ability to adquatcly practice the ski1 in different settings. 

5. Perceptions f o d  by cosp studenîs ofwhat constihites 'leaniing' and 'work', and 

of the uaiversity's rule in the economy and saeiety, can help detennine whether 

univcrsities are fulfilling their mandate of providing reIevant higher education. There 

are increasing public accountability and performance pressures on univenities today; 

they are expected to provide valid and diable assessments to demonstrate b t  they 

are fiilfilling theù maadates. University studenîs are the largest public îbat 

experiences uaiversity educatian nrst-hd. Th& perceptions of the experienco of 

univcrsity education are important, because they help fonn public opinion of its 

relevance. 



Based on the findulgs of this study six p r a l  conclusions an supported: 

Condusion One: C w p  education program are a way that universities can 
address dernands for relevant ducatian. 

Universities are changing the devclopment anâ delivery of bighet education es they 

gccept m m  vocational respoasibiiities îban in the past, respond to social and economic 

pressures for relevant education, and address governent demands for increased fiscal 

and hancial accomtability. me iacreasing popuiarity of c o q  programs suggests that 

partnerships between stu&nts, universities, and employers benefit al1 participants, and 

deliver relevant edwation. Co-op education pt.ogranis also enhance the educational and 

professional deveiopment of s t u h t s ,  

Thm is generai agreement that beyond oducating shrdents the University has a 

responsibility to assist graduates in the transition to the world of work. The learning and 

ski11 development that takes place on co-op work terms fits within this mandate. Also, the 

integration of workplace and classroom leaniing enhances co-op students' experience and 

professional development. 

Conciusion Two: The decision by stuâentr to3cipate hi coop is d M n  by a 
desire for specific outcomes. Some proœdures that facilitate those outcomes are 
considerd important, others are not. 

Students seek the c m  exprieme in order to: (1) make acaâemic work more 

m&@; (2) leam specific âisciplinc-related skills aad; (3) to gain more realistic 

pmfkssional skills and accumulate a body of indusüy-specific work experience. The co- 



rquirements an impediment to the outcornes sought by students. 

Condusion Three: The work tem is a transfomative experience around which 
students base their expectatim of the co-op program; the quality of the work 
tems is how aiey gauge their individual success as a CO-op stuelent. 

The work term sets cosp students apart h m  non-cwp students. The types of activities 

that co-op students engage in on a work term determines what thcy l e m ;  the degree of  

guidance tbey receivt determines the quafity of that leamiag. The co-op work term 

becomes a beachmark by which students gage theu success, and a yardstick by which 

they measure whether their expectations of co-op are being met. 

Condusion Four: Participation in co-op enabtes students to mnstruct meaningful 
teaming through interpretive and experiential interactions with their social 
environment. 

The workplace experience provides CO-op shrdenis with opporcuoities to devclop skills in 

the context h t  they will be used, while establishiag networks of professional contacts 

that will assist their transition h m  the dversity classmm to the world of work upon 

graduation. C o q  sîudents import concepts h m  the workplace to the academic context 

to meet îheir acadernic lcaming and sacid needs, and use cognitive theoties f b m  the 

academic context to accomplish tasks in the context of the wodcplace. Mapped onta the 

process of c o q ,  thmefore, cognitive and situated theoties of leaming are 

Condusion Five: Pmféssional development of CO-op students takes plaœ in the 
workplace. 

Ca-op work terms allow d e n t s  to gain discipline-specinc WO* expcrience, develop 

profCssionel netwarks and track changes in the labour market. Through interactions with 



pmfwionals in the wotlrplace, and participation in the activities that make up a 

prof'cssion, colop studcnts bcgin to thinlr and act ükt junior professionais in a commmity 

ofpractice. As students move from novice toward profèssional they dcvelop workplace 

expience, deeper knowledge of the practices of a profession and incming Iwels of 

tacit md expert knowledge. Evidence indicates that the workplace context not only 

supports, but also actively encourages, CO-op students to develop a professionai persona. 

Condusion Six: Co-op education is becoming an élite program. 

The resdts of this study indicate that co-op education has indeed been successful in 

detivering the promiseci outcornes of relevant education. However, the pn'ce for this 

success is the development of dite status. Co-op was once marginalid for its vocationai 

component, and classeci as a program that allowed non-traditional d e n t s  access to 

higher education. My evidence suggests, however, that increasing demand for c o s p  

places has led to restrictive screening for admission and access to workplace learning 

opportunities. Access to CO-op prognuns, and the subsequent ability to accumulate a 

variety of capitals is restricted to those with high levels of academic and cultural capital. 

As weU, a type of collectively-owned social capital-embedded in the c w p  credential- 

enhances the pre-existing cultural capital commanded by University dents .  This 

combination ofeffects pennits those students wûo already possess capital to accumulate 

more. Restrictive access policies combine with the hct that c o q  programs requin 

considerable financial subsidization, to produce a relatively privileged group of d e n t s .  

This development of vocational élites conttavenes co-op's fowiding pbilosophy, and 

erodes its social equity aspirations. 



The 6ndings of this study offet guidance for institutions considering the development of 

c w p  programs, and for those currcntly operathg programs. First, institutions seeking to 

develop c w p  programs should carefully nview th& reasons for doing so, and 

determine what specific outcomes arc desircd for participating students. institutions that 

cumntly opetate programs may also want to review th& procedures in light of the 

fhdings of this study. When secking to improve existing programs, it might be beneficial 

to both institutions and students to focus on the effect of the cosp work term on students' 

perceptions of learning and work. 

An important consideration brought out in this study relates to the value of guidance 

during CO-op students' leamhg in the workplace. n ie  importance of indirect guidance in 

the workplace is not reported in other iiteratw on CO-op education. Activities such as 

listening to other workers taik about their experience, or observing what feUow workers 

do, cm provide cosp students with valuable information on which to base "maybe i f1  

tq it this way" approximations of complethg workplace tasks. Thenfore, ifco-op 

students are to develop robust (transfetable) knowhdge of workplace activities they must 

be imrnersed in the everyday work experiences, wtiere by thinking and acting 

appropriately in their role, they wiU leam the practicc ofthe profession. 

Of equal importance is the need to atticulate the potcatial for negative results to occur in 

workplace learning. For ail the positive fatiaes of the wotk term descn'bed in this study, 

there are mtentiai drawbacks; mbust leaming is the nom, contrary results can also occur. 



For exampie, a lsck of supe~sion (guidance) might result in a student repeatcdly domg 

the same tasks inappmpriately, or in a less than satisfactory manner, and this can lead to 

weak baming, frustration, and lack of motivation for the student. It is also important to 

guard agaiast employers asking students to perform tasks beyond their level of skills or 

training. Perhaps these could be achieved with guidance, but in the absence of 

appropriate support students fail to leam how to perform the task with the same ease as 

others in the workplace. More attention to the training practices of employers seems 

prudent. 

Institutions proposing new c w p  pmgrams and those with established programs should 

use this study as a guide to review existing policies in areas rclated to program 

marketing-including admissions, recruitment and retention; program size-includiig 

expectations for growth, fùnding and stafîrequiremcnts; program administration; and 

program evaluation. 

Recommettdalions fbr Policy and Prscffce 

The fuldings of this study can assist faculties, departments, and professional schwls 

within universities to implement policy and practice related to their efforts to develop the 

howledge, skills and attitudes of their students. 

F k t ,  fiiculties and professioaal schwls cm use the findings of the study to pmmote to 

students the benefits of king informed about the expectations and goals of their program, 

and the assessment methods that will be used to evaluate progress. By adequately 



informing students who apply for a c w p  program of what they can expect once 

admitted, institutions can ensure that faculty, ccoordinators, and d e n t s  are motivated 

towards similar goals. Informed students wouid also form mon realistic expectations of 

the cosp program, thus reducing the tnistration of unmet expectations and removing the 

need for deviant strategies to m a t  cadp tequirements. 

Second, the findings ofthis study also suggest that once students are admitted to a cosp 

program, peer interactions are important to the way they perceive their experience. These 

interactions can influence academic self-coddence and motivation to l e m  (and 

ultimately GPA), while socializiig students into the culture of cosp. Students who 

experience similar assignments, deadlines, work term cornpetition, and c lasmm 

expericnces c m  support one amthet h u g h  c w p  seminars or study groups. Therefore, 

it is w o d  the ef id ta provide opportunities for stitdcnts to intemet in the classmm as 

weU, through group projects, or p u p  assignments. 

Third, evidence h m  this study can be used to guide teaching strategies. Students who 

are organized into classroom work groups problem-solve together and depend on one 

another to produce group results. They share obligations and expectations, exchange 

Ulformation, challenge each other to analyze and apply information, and draw upon each 

othcts strengths in order to facilitate goal achievement. C w p  students who are 

challcnged to apply and d y z e  information in this way report more positive perceptions 

of their interactions with other stwlcnts and about the meaningfiilness of theu educational 

experience. 



Fourth, the study supports the importance of integrating learning that happas in the 

workplace with that of the classtoom; cu-op d e n t s  perceive their professional 

development as dependent on leamhg in both conte-. Univenities must find ways to 

enable co-op students retuming ffam work terms to rdect on skills and lcnowledge 

gained in the discipline-specific workplace, thereby assisting the development of a 

professional persona in the classroom. One way to accomplish this is by allowing 

students to contribute their experiences of the professionai workplace to the pedagogical 

enterprise. For this to happa, insttuctors must ensure that the co-op classroom becomes 

more than simply 'a passive container for cognition and action.' 

For program developers and plmers the findings ofthe study indicate that it is important 

to evaluate whether or not c o s p  programs challenge students in the ways they were 

designed to. In other words, do students consider the academic requirements of the CO-op 

program part of leamhg to become a professional, or are they simply onerous and largely 

irrelevant make-work tasks? Are then appropriate methods for students to evaluate the 

delivery of discipline-specinc courses in their program? For example, the results of this 

study suggest that teachinglieaming evaluations need to place les  emphasis on the 

personal characteristics of professon and more emphasis on other aspects of the 

classmom environment 

Also, universities are today held accountable for demonsûating that the education 

programs they offer are relevant. Education sociaiizes individual students in a pmess of 



change that cnables them to acquirc new knowledge, SUS, auci attitudes. Meaningfd 

assessments of institutional performance, thenfore, must include students' perceptions of 

the institution's ability to positively infiuence the changes students must make. 

Universities, facuities, departments, and professionai schools that are interested in 

enhmcing the quality of their efforts to assist pmfessionaiization of students cari' use the 

hdings of this study as a guide to hform cosp program development and delivery, and 

the administration and planning of cosp programs. Senior administrators can use 

information on students' perceptions as a performance and accountability indicator for 

co-op programs and to guide reward structures for teachingAeamiag süategies. 

Understanclhg the way that CO-op students develop and change perceptions cauld assist 

faculty who teach disciplinary content, and cosp coordinators who negotiate work tenn 

placements with employers. It could also assist in the evaluation of the degtee of 

challenge and support provided in classcooms, and to determine if students' perceptions 

match pedagogical intentions. 

In addition to recornmendations for policy and practice implications, this study points out 

a need for M e r  research. 

Recmmendations tbr Furdher R s s ~ ~ r c h  

This study iadicates a need for Wer research in a number of areas relateâ to c o s p  

edUCILfi011. F i  fiirther research is necessary to determine ifthe ûndings of this study are 

generalizable. 'ndiags derived h m  one nlatively s d  sample of co-op students ai a 

singie univemity may be unique to these particular students in this pdcular context. 



Data coiiected ftom shidents in c w  programs in other faculties and universities could 

provide evidence to validate, rdiite, or M e r  n6ne the findings and interpretations 

reporteci hm. 

Second, M e r  longitudinal rcsearch is required to investigate the w-op effect. 

Longihidiial research designeci to investigate students' perceptions of leaming and work 

would aüow for the examination of the ceop e&t over tirne. For example, it would lx 

possible to determine the cumulative effect of cosp work term experience ta determine if 

the strength of the cosp effect increases over the period of tirne that snidents are enrolled 

in a cosp ptograrn. This would assist in identifjing the appropriate number of work 

terms nquired for students to derive maximum benefit h m  co-op work terni experience. 

In other words, longitudinal research could mwer the question: what is the minimum 

n u m k  of work terms tbat are requited to maximize the positive aspects of workplace 

cxperience on the professionalization of c o q  shidents? 

Third, research is needed to furthct explore differences identined in this study on how co- 

op students charactecize theu cxperience h e d  on the profession or discipline the student 

is in. Why, for example, do saudents in one program over-hvest in disciplinespecific 

wotk experience while studeots in other programs indicate no interest in going beyond 

what is necessary to oùtain the CO-op qualification? is tbis a localized phenornenon or 

does it extend to programs beyond those studiod? What are the implications ofthis 

practicc for the structure and fîmction of c o q  progtams? 



Fourth, the results of this study indicate that h u g h  the use of selective admission 

cciteria and regdation of access to discipline-specific work experience cosp is becoming 

an dite program. Further research is needed to invesîigate whether d e n t s  accepted into 

the program are provided with considerably more oppommities than ceguiar students. 

Because c w p  programs consume more cesources than regular programs, and because 

certain advantages accrue to students in these programs, there is a need to investigate if 

cosp is creating vocational élites at the expense of othec undergraduate students in the 

University. 

Finally, friture research should examine other aspects that may conûibute toward 

understandimg how cosp students' make meaning out of their expeciences. For example, 

an examination of other institutional and program charactecistics, using different student 

groups with different levels of ability drawn fiom a variety of faculties, may help to 

determine what factors most infiuence casp  students' perceptions of leaming and work, 

and indicate how these perceptions impact the experience of cosp students as they 

pgress  through their program. 

In sumrmuy, the results of this study indicate that knowledge about knowledge helps co- 

op shidents k o m e  aware of the n o m ,  values and assumptiom that underpin theic work. 

Tn oîher wotds, leamhg can help d e n t s  nflect on how theù expertise is W e d  to theu 

self-concept and idmtity and pcacticeioriented higher education programs, such as c o q ,  



should enable studeats not only to ûansfu 'theory to practice', but also to 'combine 

theory and practice' in the way Herman Schneider onginaüy intended. Ractice-orienteci 

education allows cosp students to tac& the c~nplexity of ' r d '  phenomena 

inteiiectuaiiy rather than king limitai by the extent or shortcomings of theoretical 

appmches. Practical education can be accomplished through a curriculum that combines 

a dynamic appmach to teachiig and learning in the university, with the involvement of 

practitioners in teaching and other activities in the workplrice. To succeed, however, 

requires a university with a strong liberal arîs tradition on which ca-op education 

pcograms can be implanted. 
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Co-op Prognms at the University Of Victoria 
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Appendix C: 

Student Survey Questionnaire 



The University Student and the Labour Market 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. Your responses to this questionnaire 
will help us leam more about the conection between universities and the labour market 
in a changing socieîy. 

This questionnaire should take about 15 minutes to complete. You will be asked about 
your educationai experience. You will also be asked for some demographic information 
(age, gender, and ethnicity). Please read the instnictions for each question carefûlly and 
indicate your response by checking the appropriate box or writing your response in the 
spaces provided. Please ensure written responses are easy to read. 

This is a voluntary but important part of the study. Al1 the information you provide in 
this questionaire is sûictly confidentid. Anonymity will be protected by using code 
numbers when reporting results. Only the marcher and supervisor will have access to 
the information fiom this questionnaire, and individual responses will not be disclosed 
or released to others for any purpose. Please be assured that responses will not affect 
your progress at The University of Victoria in any way. 

You have the Bght to refuse to participate in biis study without consequences. It is 
assumed that completion of this questio~aire indicates that consent to participate has 
been given. 

Please complete al1 sections 

Gamet ûrosjean (Researcher) 
University of British Columbia 
Telephone (604) 822-4553 

Dr. Kjell Rubenson (Supervisor) 
University of British Columbia 
Telephone (604) 822-4406 



Questionnaire 

The questionnaire is divided into five parts. Part A (nrst six questions) covers 
background information. Part B (questions seven to thirteen) asks for information on 
your reasons for enrolling at the University of Victoria. Part C (questions thirteen and 
fourteen) asks about your satisfaction with courses and to what extent they provide ski11 
development, knowledge and career opportunities. Part D contains one question for non- 
CO-op students (question fifieen). The following three questions in part D (questions 
sixteen, seventeen, and eighteen) are for cosp students only and request idormation on 
their satisfaction with the CO-op program. Part E (questions nineteen to twenty-two) asks 
about your plans for the fbture. 

Are you? 0 Female O Male 

Wbat M your age? 

0 Less than 18 years [51 21 to 22 years O Over 25 years 
0 18 to 20 yeam 0 23 to 25 yean 

How many y tan  have you lived in Canada? 

0 less tiim 1 year 0 6 h u g h  IO yeam 0 al1 my life 
0 1 through 5 years 0 11 thmugh 20 years 

Please indicate the rtsponse that k t  describes you 

1 am a Canadian citizen ........................ 0 
1 hold dual citizenship .......................... C a nadian and 
1 am not a Canadian citizen .................... My s tatus is 

Evtry person has a difftrtnt background in terms of family origin, culture, nationaüty 
and beüefi. In addition, each person may have their own sense of who they are. Pltase 
indicate the cultural group to which you ftcl you belong. 

~ n @ s h  Q Chinese Q s i k h 0  Latin American 0 
1taiian 0 GermanQ ~ k t a i n i a n o  Japanese 0 
Hindu 0 F-C~Q ~ewishQ Native Jndian 0 

~ i l i ~ i n o  0 vietiumnc 0 ocber Q @lease iist in the space below) 



It would be belplu1 to get some information about the job@) usuaiIy htld by your pannt(s), 
guardian(s). Pltase ehoose a category that but describes the rwud job of either 
FatherIGuardian or Mother/Guardian or botb. If none of the foiiowing art appropriate pltase 
describe their job in the "other" category. 

ARMED FORCES 

LEGISLATORS, SENIOR OFFICIALS & MANAGERS 

PROFESSIONALS 

TECHNICIANS 

CLERKS 

SERVICE WORKERS and SHOP & MARKET SALES WORKERS 

SKaLED AGRICULTURAL and FISHERY WORKERS 

CRAFT and RELATED TRADES WORKERS 

PLANT and MACHINE OPERATORS and ASSEMBLERS 

MANUAL WORKERS 

NEVER EMPLOYED 

DON'T KNOW 

SELF-EMPLOYED 

(please describe the type of seifkmployment) 

OTHER 
@leas describe) 



PART B 

7) Rrrsons for Enrolling 
Pleasc indicate how important each of the following rasons were in yout decision to e n d  in this 
University program: (Check one box for each ünt) 

Not rt di Not Very S o w h r t  Very 
hoportrot Importrot Importrnt Important 

a) general seEimpmvement O O Q 
b) wanted in-depth knowledge of a field of study 0 0 P 
E) impmve chances of a good incom after graduation O 0 P 
d) acquisition ofjob skills 0 0 0 
e) to gain a broad, liberai education 0 0 0 
f )  to 6nd out what 1 enjoy doing 0 0 0 

8) Did you work between high school and eatry to university? yes 0 NO 0 
(fyor answered no to this question po dlnrllv to auesiion 11) 

9) How many employen did you bave betwtcn high school and enrollment in your current 
prosrom? 

 one 0 O n e a  TWO C) Tluee 0 More than three 0 

10) Indicate to what extent this work was: 
Nat at Not Very To Some To A Great 
AU Mucb Extent Ment  

a) related to your cinait field of shidy or program P 0 c l  0 
b) necessary to pay tuition for university 0 0 CI 0 
C) an opportunity to gain wmc work expecience Q O O P 
d) simply to provide moncy to üavel, or f i  a vacation O 0 0 0 

11) Did you move ta Victoria specifidy to attend UVic? yes 0 NO 

If you 811swered '?es9' where did you move h m ?  

12) Did you enmU at the University of Victoria to participate in a CO-op program? Yes 0 No 0 
If you answered "yes" which program? 



PART C 

13) Satisfaction with Delivery of Courses in Your Curnnt Pmgram of Study 
Please indicate your level of satisfaction with each of the following: 

a) course availabiiity 0 0 0 
b) access to h c t o r s  (outside of class tirne) 0 cl Q 
c) institutional faciiities (iibmry, labs, cornputers) 0 0 c l  
d) ciasssize 0 0 Q 
e) quality of teaching O Q O 

14) Provision of Skills, Knowleàge or Opportunitics 
Please insücate to wbat txtent yow program provides 

independent thinking skills 
decision making skills 
good writîng skills 
gaod speaking skills 
team-work skills 
leadership skills 
development of specifk job skills 

for general self-impmvement 
in-depth knowiedge of a field of study 
information on jobs in the field 

an opportunity to meet potential employers 
iaiprovcd chances ofa good incorne 
up to date information on the labour market 

Not at 
All 

O 
O 
O 
O 
O 
O 
O 

Not rt 
AU 

O 
O 
O 

Not rt 
AU 

a 
P 
O 

Not Very 
Mucb 

O 
Q 
O 
Q 
O 
O 
O 

Not Vcry 
Much 

0 
O 
O 

Not Very 
Mach 

Q 
CI 
O 

ToSome To AGrtat 
Estent Estent 

To Same To A Great 
Ertcnt Estent 



PART D 

m e  following question is for non-co-op students onlyj 

15) Choice of Undergraduate Program 
in which academic program are you emlled? 

a) wlut yearare youin? ~into S C M ~ ~ P  M O   ointh ho m e r  
b) Have you had part-time employment whik atîendiig uuiversity? Yes 0 NO 0 
C) Have you hd summer employment whik attendhg University? Yen 0 NO ii 
d) Was any of this work related to your field of study? Yes 0 NO 0 

[ ~ h e  next three questions are for  CO+^ students ody [di othen pieasc go to next page] 1 
16 a) Which c w p  program a n  you in? Business O 

Chemistry 0 
Engineering 0 
-graphy Q 
Other 0 please name 

b) What year are you in? First Second Third Fouth ûther 

17) How satisfied are you with the integration of coursework and CO-op work experience? 

18) Satisfaction with Cosp Work-Term (studentir who have comdeted ut le& one work-ierm) 

Please indicate your satisfaction with the work-term component of your cosp program 

pteparation for work-tenn 0 0 
assignment of wotk-term employers 0 0 
relevance of wark-tetm employment 0 a 
supervision during work-terru Q 0 
opportunity to Ieam on-the-job Cl 0 
opporhmity to develop new skills Cl P 
rate of pay hr employment during work term O P 
integration of wori; experience with coursewodr U O 

Sowwbat Vcry 
satbued Sntisikd 



PART E 

19) Fatum Pians 

Please indicatt what you plan to do whcn you graduate h m  your program 

a) 1 plan to nnd a job in my field of study 
b) 1 plan to pmue a graduate education 
C) 1 have not made any plans 

Pleasc name the job or career you are aiming for 

20) How difncuit do you anticipate it will be to get a job in your field of study af&er graduation? 

Not rt rU Not Very Modentdy Very 
Difiicult Dillicult Diflieolt Diflicult 

Q O O 
21) Retrospective Choice 
If you had the opportunity to start your program over again, would you chaose 

a) the same University 
b) the same field of study 
c) thesameprogram 

22) Fiai Comments. in your view how can univetsities best prepare students for success in the 
labour market? 



Appendix O: 

Tables of Results 





Table D3: Co-op Students Future Plansf 

Business % Chemisûy % Engineering % 
n=299 " n=52 n=254 " 

Geography % 
n=5û 

Find job in field* 95 77 93 84 

Have made no pians 14 15 23 21 
Note: Not al1 rtudenî8 nwwd thir qusdkn, white uwns rtdmts chse to proMe rnors thin one ~ s u m r ,  For exampk, a o m  Indbbd that they p h  lo pursue 
graduaiet educaüon, but only dbr w W n g  to save the neœuaty funâr. MnbFsncsr am dgnnicnt ' *= 21.75 (3) pc.0011, " [e = 44.63 (3) pc ,0011. 

Table D4: Saasfiction witb Cosp Work Tcrm 
Business % Chemistry % Engineering % - W ~ O ~ Y  % 

ne324 ** n=65 n=295 n=53 
Level of satisfadion V S D V S O V S D V S D 
Work terni preparation 5 34 61 26 64 10 16 53 32 4 52 44 
Assignrnent of employsrs 7 22 7 1 38 52 10 22 48 30 28 52 20 
Relevanœ of employment 14 32 54 45 43 12 28 47 25 42 40 18 
Supervision on wwk terni 9 32 59 52 47 2 24 60 16 28 52 20 
Leam on-the-job 24 47 32 72 28 O 51 39 11 72 22 6 
Develop new skills 26 44 3 1 72 28 O 51 35 13 66 26 8 
Rate of pay on work tem 11 40 50 26 52 22 26 53 22 50 36 14 
lntegrate work & couises 8 29 53 21 50 29 11 44 45 12 56 32 

*Pen;entsger rsprsrent re8pon8e8 of V = 'vsry seaslSsd, S = 'SOmewhat seaslFed or D ='samewhat assaaslied / very dsseaslSed on a four-point Ukmt &ab. 
" Mandatory coop, hance larger 8ompk dz4. Nok bacause of rounding btah may rrot equal10096. 



The Role ofthe University in Cosp Education 

Table DS: What cm univenitiea do? 
teach mon pradical (technical) skills 70% 
integrate practicai and general skills 22% 
not the purpose of university to 
prepare shidents for labour market 7% 
teach more fieneml skms 1% - 

Table W: How crin tbty do it? 

provide m m  relevant courses 45% 
provide more oo-op pmgmms 28% 
improve quality of teaehing 1 3% 
offer a greater variety of courses 8% 
provide more spaces in existîng co-ops 5% 
smaller dass ske 

- 
2% 

*kcwueofroundingupfinrltoaldoanoccquillOOK 

Table D7: What nsoums a n  needeù? 
current labour market inforniath 51% 
provide mon devant work ternis 31 % 
provide more options d employers 16% 
better labs mth uptoaate equipment 3% 

*kfwucofdigupfiniltotlldoanotcquilIm 





Appemdix E: 

Interview Guides 



Guiding Questions for Administrator interviews 

1) Pleasc teU me a little about your background and any involvement you have had with CO-op 

(ifresponre tb no idvernent with co-op, go to question # 4) 

2) What do you think thc gnatest value of CO-op education is to the univcnity of Victoria? 

2) C m  you describe your relationship to the cosp program? 

With whom do you associate most closely? 

4) Please tell me what you consider are the prllnary goals of the co-op programs at Wic. 

5) M a t  are co-op's greatest strengths? 

6) Do you think c w p  education has value for employen? Why? 

7) Do you think co-op has value for students? (If yes, what do you think is the greatest value of 

c o q  tOt students?) 

8) Daes the cosp  program meet yow expectations? 

9) If there were one thing that you would like to see the cosp program accomplish, that it is not 

currently accomplishhg, what would it be? Whose support would you bave to obtain to make it 

happen? 



Guiding Questions for Faculty Interviews 

1) Please tell me a Little about your background and any involvement you have had with c w p  

(ifresponre is no involvement with co-op, go to question # 6) 

2) Cm you describe your relationship to the co-op program? 

With whom do you work most closely? 

3) Why did you apee to participate in the c w p  program? 

4) Does the cosp prograrn meet your expectations? 

5) Please tell me what you consider are the primary goals of the CO-op program 

6) Do you think c w p  bas value for the university? (If yes, what do you think is the greatest 

value of cosp education to the univenity?) 

7) What are co-op's greatest strengths? 

8) Do you think c o q  has value for employers? Why? 

9) Do You thinù CO-op has value for sîudents? What do you think the greatest value of cosp 

education is to students? 

10) Ifthere were one thing that you would like to see this program accomplish, that it is not 

currently accomplishing, what wouid it be? Whose support would you have to obtain to make it 

happen? 



Guiding Questions for Coordhtor Interviews 

1) Please tell me a little bit about your background and your involvement in CO-op 

2) Why did you become involved with the w p  program? 

3) Does the c w p  program meet your expectations? 

4) Can you describe your relationship to the cosp program? 

With whom do you work most closely? 

5) Please tell me what you consider are the pcimry goals of the cosp program 

6) What do you think the greatest value of CO-op education is to the university? 

7) in yow opinion, what are cwp's greatest strengths? What makes it successful? 

8) What do you think the greatest value of c w p  is to employers? 

9) What do you think the greatest value of cosp is ta students? 

10) ifthere were one thing that you would like to see yow c w p  program accomplish, that it is 

not currently accomplishing, what would it be? Whose support would you have to obtain to make 

it happen? 



Guiding Questions for C w p  Stuclent intewiews 

During the interview 1 would like you to think through your tirne in the co-op program, and tell 
me in your own words about your experience. I'm interestcd in hding out why you enrolled in 
ceop, your expcrience of the program, both on the Wic campus and on your work ternis, your 
thoughts on how the program might be improved, and nnally your plans for the future. 

(Request agreement to ptoceed, and have intenhewee sign an informed consent form) 

To start with, can you teU me what attrricted you to the CO-op pmgram at UVic? 

How did you find out about cwp? 

What did you expect the program would do for you? 

What do you think formed these expectatiom? 

Does the c w p  program live up to your expectations? 

Now, broadly speaking, what has your experience with the cosp program been? 

If we look closer at these experiences, how is the teaching in your program? 

M a t  does leamhg mean to you? 

How do you see the work-tenn in light of this? 

Can you tell me a bit more about your experiences on work-tenus? 

What are cwps greatest streugths? 

How do you see the role of the cosp coordinator? 

Reflecting on your timc in the program, what d a s  c w p  education mean to you? 

YOU have taked a lot about the pmgram, and obviously thought a lot about it, if then was 
ont tbing you would like to sec donc to improve the program, what would that be? 

How could that be doue? 

Wime responsibility do you think that is? 

What else can you think of? 

What an your plans for the hiture? 

Do you think your c w p  experience will help you? How? 

Do you have any îha l  thaughts or comments? 




