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Work integrated learning (WIL) is increasingly more evident in higher education programs throughout 

Australia, as it offers valuable experiences for students by providing them with opportunities to translate 

theory into practice and, as they assume increasing responsibility in the workplace, transition from 

student to professional practitioner. The benefits of WIL are well documented and attest to preparing 

work-ready graduates by developing both generic and explicit career skills that position them positively 

to gain future employment. The purpose of this research was to investigate the nature and degree of 

support required by Bachelor of Exercise Science students to successfully undertake a WIL action 

research project in blended mode, during a 360 hour professional placement. Using semi-structured 

telephone interviews, students who have completed the subject in its prior format, were invited to 

design structures and systems that, in their view, would scaffold their learning and aid in their 

completion of the WIL subject assessment requirements. Participant data revealed three emerging 

themes of support: organizational, pedagogical, and interpersonal. In response to the research results, an 

online learning environment has been created that will developmentally scaffold student learning, assist 

students to participate as emerging professionals in the exercise science occupational cultural 

community, and successfully action their disciplinary, practical, interpersonal and reflective knowledge 

in authentic professional contexts. (Asia-Pacific Journal of Cooperative Education, 2010, 11(3),153-167) 

Keywords: authentic assessment, case study, problem-based learning, professional partnerships, work-

integrated learning 

INTRODUCTION 

Charles Sturt University (CSU) has branded itself as a university for the professions. 

According to the Vice Chancellor of CSU, the university is ‚priding itself on providing 
practical, employment-focused courses that ensure students graduate with the attributes and 

workplace skills required to step confidently into new employment opportunities‛ (Goulter, 
2008, p. 1). To align with this vision, Bachelor of Exercise Science students are provided with 

the opportunity to accumulate 500 hours of work-integrated learning (WIL) to assist in 

gaining and applying professional knowledge and skills in professional contexts. This study 

investigates the support required by these students in WIL assessment and the development 

of their work readiness.  

The Bachelor of Exercise Science is a three year program designed to prepare undergraduates 

for careers in areas such as exercise physiology, rehabilitation, fitness, psychology, and 

health promotion. The WIL requirements of this course are divided between two sequential, 
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scaffolded professional placement subjects requiring 140 hours and 360 hours of work-

integrated learning respectively. Prior to the 2009 subject review, the assessment in the final 

year subject: a reflective report; lacked academic rigor for the university, authenticity for the 

student and tangible outcomes for the professional partner. In an effort to enhance student 

learning outcomes and nurture a productive and symbiotic relationship between CSU and 

exercise science related industry partners, the subject outcomes, syllabus and subsequent 

assessments were redesigned to create authenticity and to be constructively aligned (Biggs, 

1995). The new subject, Work-Integrated Learning Project in Exercise Science, now adopts the 

theoretical frameworks of problem-based learning and action learning (Kemmis & 

McTaggart, 1998).   

In response to these changes, during their 360 hours of professional placement, students are 

now required to complete a WIL project involving the design, implementation and 

evaluation of an action research assessment that has identifiable benefits for stakeholders in 

an industry/university partnership.  This authentic task aims to assist students to fully 

participate as emerging professionals in the exercise science occupational cultural 

community (Lave & Wenger, 1991). This is achieved by investigating the operational 

requirements of the industry, assuming multiple roles and responsibilities, adopting ethical 

practice, and integrating their disciplinary, practical, interpersonal and reflective knowledge 

in authentic professional contexts (Clarke & Burgess, 2009). The subject further provides 

opportunities for students to articulate their personal and professional suitability for 

employment in the fields relating to exercise science. As the new subject was to be offered in 

blended mode during the summer session, (two significant scheduling and pedagogical 

changes) the past student cohort was consulted to inform the learning design of the new 

subject and suggest appropriate support structures and systems needed to scaffold student 

assessment. The scaffolding required is the focus of this research.  

LITERATURE 

Due to time constraints and increased pressure to publish, assessment in universities  more 

frequently involves the use of forced choice tools that require students to select a response from 

a range of choices and simply recollect information. This call for the reproduction of cued 

knowledge only serves to support surface learning (Ramsden, 1992) and encourage lower 

order thinking (Bloom, 1956). In contrast, authentic assessment requires students to 

participate in meaningful, significant open-ended tasks that replicate real-to-life problems 

and contexts. Authentic assessment tends to focus on complex or contextualized tasks, 

enabling students to demonstrate their competency in a more genuine setting. As an example 

of authentic assessment, the Work Integrated Learning Project provides significant 

opportunities for the development and recognition of life-engaged learning beyond the 

university. Zegwaard, Coll and Hodges (2003) suggest that defining ‚what is to be assessed 

and the purpose (i.e., in terms of learning outcomes) of the work based learning is 

paramount‛ (p. 12). The assessment aims to assess students’ ability to synthesize and apply 

their knowledge of problem-based learning to the design, implementation and evaluation of 

an action learning project that has identifiable benefits for all stakeholders in the professional 

partnership. In order to create conditions conducive to engaging in this authentic assessment, 

Herrington and Herrington’s (1998) assessment characteristics were applied to the subject 

design. These characteristics are identified below: 
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1. Requires fidelity of context to reflect the conditions under which the performance 

will occur, rather than contrived, artificial or de-contextualised conditions; 

2. Requires the student to be an effective performer with acquired knowledge and to 

craft polished performances and products; 

3. Requires significant student time and effort in collaboration with others; 

4. Involves complex, ill-structured challenges that require judgment and a full array of 

tasks; 

5. Requires the assessment to be seamlessly integrated with the activity; 

6. Provides multiple indicators of learning; and 

7. Achieves validity and reliability with appropriate criteria for scoring varied 

products. (pp. 309-310) 

In responding to these characteristics, the researchers and past student cohort designed the 

assessment task so as to provide opportunities for future students to demonstrate their 

standard of achievement of the task outcomes in multiple ways, and created criteria for 

performance in the form of rubrics. Rubrics provide students with an explicit picture of the 

requirements of the task and offer feedback in relation to strengths of the completed task.  

When designing effective and creative assessment tasks, it is important to consider that 

authentic assessment involves students engaging in learning experiences that are viewed as 

important and worthy problems requiring the use of knowledge (Wiggins, 1990). Authentic 

assessment allows students to engage in the types of problem-solving and critical thinking 

skills required to respond to the uncertain and complex demands of their future professional 

practice. WIL assessment tasks allow for such conditions to be explored, as they are 

constructed around real-world problems. However, assessment of work-integrated learning 

is challenging, requiring the input of multiple voices: the student, the university 

representative and the professional partner. In order to gain feedback on the student’s 
standard of achievement, all stakeholders need to assist in constructing a professional profile 

of the student. According to Zegwaard, Coll and Hodges (2003), this could be achieved by 

gathering evidence from employers regarding the student’s achievement of desirable 
competences; by students negotiating placement objectives with the employer and the 

university; and through the preparation of a student portfolio ‚that serves as the basis for a 
student profile and subsequent employer reference‛ (p. 13). 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 The study adopted a qualitative case study approach (Yin, 2003) to investigate what support 

students require to assist them to undertake the WIL Project. Adopting this approach, 

allowed the researchers to make claims based on the multiple meanings of individual 

experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) and provided an opportunity for an in-depth 

examination of a phenomenon within its real life context, to gain a holistic understanding of 

the experience (Yin, 2003), in this case, the student experience of WIL. Thirty minute, semi-

structured telephone interviews were conducted by the subject coordinator with seven 

students from a cohort of 41 who had satisfactorily completed the subject in the previous 

semester. These interviews were digitally recorded via speaker phone and an MP3 device. 

This sample of students was purposively selected as they had recent, first-hand experience of 

the existing professional placement requirements of the subject in its previous format, and 

had a diverse standard of academic achievements in this subject.  Participants’ interest and 
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willingness to be involved in the research was gauged by a research assistant initially 

telephoning students using contact details gained through the CSU student database (CSU 

Human Research Ethics Committee: Approval number 2010/024). Students were provided 

with an information sheet and consent form to complete and provided with time to consider 

their participation in the research. The interview questions gathered demographic 

information, as well as data relating to the nature of students’ previous professional 
placements, their perceptions of  the level of support offered by their professional placement 

supervisors, the range of occupational experiences in which they were engaged, the 

alignment between the subject’s assessment tasks and the professional placement 

expectations and opportunities, and their suggestions regarding the design of the assessment 

task (WIL project). Data were analyzed by each individual in the research team using intra- 

and inter-textual analysis (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994) and results compared. Three broad 

themes were apparent from the data analysis with each divided into sub-themes which are 

reported below. 

RESULTS 

The three broad themes which emerged from the interview data related to the nature and 

degree of support required by students to complete the WIL Project: 1) organizational 

support, 2) pedagogical support and; 3) interpersonal support.  

1. Organizational support 

Sourcing and selecting professional placements 

Despite the sample size (n=7), students had participated in a breadth of professional 

experiences including instructing fitness classes, designing training programs for elite 

athletes, preparing lectures and seminars for talent identification camps, creating health 

promotion activities, completing sports administration and assisting an exercise physiologist. 

In relation to the design of the new subject, students who had completed the subject in its 

previous format  suggested being supported to source and select their placements using the 

online modules. The participants suggested that these modules should cater for all types of 

professional placements by modeling relevant examples.  

I think a bit more of an in-depth explanation of what you could do at all the places 

would be better because it’s all well and good to say, you know you can do it with 
an exercise physiologist or at a gym, but what does that mean … you don’t know 
what you’ll be expected to. (P1)  

Some instructions to say this is what it is and this is how should you go about 

setting your placement up… (P2)  

I think just in terms of finding information out about employers. I mean a lot of 

people come to the subject with not too much of an idea and I think maybe, a class 

at the start of the semester sort of explaining your opportunities out there and even 

a bit of a research task into what you might want to do …so that you’re not just 
going to the local gym that’s convenient but actually doing something that’s going 
to be really worthwhile. (P3)  

In response to these comments from the students, an online learning module was created that 

outlined the diversity of placement possibilities, described the nature of the professional 
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activities that might be encountered during the placement, and explained the accreditation 

requirements. Figure 1below is an example of two screen captures from this module.  

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 1:  

Creating awareness of potential placement opportunities and their requirements 

The intent of the new subject was for students to undertake 140 hours of professional 

placement with ‘healthy populations’ and 360 hours with clients identified as members of 

‘other populations’ including clients with musculo-skeletal, cardiovascular, and respiratory 

illnesses. While the participant sample acknowledged the ease of accessing placements with 

healthy populations they remarked: 
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It would be pretty easy to find yourself the healthy hours. I think a few of them 

*students+ are going to struggle to find the 360 hours as everyone’s trying to find 
placements for the non-healthy population hours… so I think the uni needs to help 
find places. (P2)  

In response to this participant feedback, the subject coordinator, who is also the coordinator 

of professional placement, has created an online database of professional placement contexts. 

This database will be placed online so students can gain an awareness of, and select from, a 

broad range of placements. 

Participants recognized the benefits of the increase in hours to be completed during the WIL 

Project. Several of the research participants commented on the effect of the 500 hour 

requirement on their knowledge of the discipline, their confidence levels, and their 

relationships with the professional partners. 

I think the increase in hours is really important because you could build a better 

relationship and interaction with your supervisor and, especially being in third 

year; it’s your final year, it’s so important to have a really good relationship with 
them because you could have them for referees when you’re actually out there 
applying for jobs, so it’s beneficial. (P3)  

Figure 2 below showcases a screen capture from the online learning module to guide future 

students in their sourcing and selection of professional placements.  

 

 

FIGURE 2:  

Sourcing and selecting placements 
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Timing of the placement 

The WIL Project for Exercise Science has been offered in the summer session by blended 

mode in order for students to reach a total of 360 hours. These organizational decisions 

provide students with the opportunity to complete sufficient hours to attain strong technical 

skills in exercise science. The research participants acknowledged the benefits of the 

positioning of the subject in summer session as identified below: 

Creates more time over the summer and [they] will be able to do all the hours. 

There’s more hours if they weren’t sure what they wanted to do they’d be able to do 
it at a few different places and get a better experience at each one. (P6)  

Now it’s in summer, from an organisational perspective I think that people can 

travel to Sydney and work in a clinical setting to get the right amount of hours 

rather than just go to gyms in the local area because we have other subjects on at the 

same time at uni. (P5)  

The participants did, however, identify potential barriers to positioning the WIL Project in 

the summer session and selecting a placement away from their home/university town: 

It will be hard for some students because some students work and they have to do 

their hours in the holidays and more hours mean they work less which would 

decrease their standard of living while they’re at university because they’ve got less 
money. (P4)  

Like for people who had to travel long distances maybe the uni could help out 

there. Students could have an opportunity to apply for a scholarship … they could 
get a couple of dollars for living costs. (P7)  

The research team has acknowledged the barrier to selecting a placement away from casual 

work commitments and accommodation, and have created opportunities for students to 

access a WIL scholarship. 

2. Pedagogical support 

Research participants identified an array of pedagogical considerations for designing the on-

line learning environment to support the design, implementation and evaluation of the WIL 

Project.  

Career planning 

Research indicates that students find that most of their learning while on placement occurs in 

non-theoretical areas such as correction of misconceptions about workplace reality, new 

skills, time management, development of self-confidence and an increased awareness of 

career options (Cate & Jones, 1999). WIL experiences allow students to learn about career 

options, explore their abilities and determine their strengths and weaknesses. Participants in 

this study identified the need to increase their knowledge of the range of future employment 

opportunities available and how to access those that would replicate the authenticity of 

duties undertaken in their future careers.  

Maybe a bit more information on what jobs are available at the end, because that’s 
sort of third year stuff so everyone is looking towards that. (P2)  
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I think doing a placement that shows you what you’ll be doing in your future is 
worthwhile. (P6)  

In addition, participants requested that the subject requirements allow them to accumulate 

hours in multiple professional contexts. 

I guess let me get a feel of which area I wanted to be in … I did Sports Development, 
marketing and promotions and because I was working in Operations: it was really 

helpful. (P3)  

An online module has been developed on career planning. The aim of this module is to assist 

students to develop an awareness of employment opportunities and support their ability to 

prepare job applications and participate in interviews. Figure 3 below is an example of a 

learning sequence from this module.  

 

 

FIGURE 3:  

Module 3 – The Job Application Process 

Scaffolding  

As the subject was to be facilitated by blended mode, participants suggested the need for a 

step-by-step process to assist future students to design their project: 

A step-by-step way of them [students] actually designing their project ,so instead of 

just saying you need this information … just help them out in actually designing 
what to do. (P4)  

To scaffold students’ design of the WIL Project, Pebblepad (an online folio tool) will be the 
pedagogical tool used. Pebblepad provides students with a sequentially progressive pathway 

for the development of an action plan. Figure 4 below outlines the requirements of 
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Assessment Two of the subject which is to be completed using the Pebblepad action plan 

tool. 

 

FIGURE 4:  

Assessment requirements 

In order to further scaffold student learning, an online module has been created that steps 

students through the process of creating and sharing a Pebblepad action plan. The research 

participants suggested that as well as being supported to design the WIL Project, ‚they 

would also need to learn how to use the online tools that were new to them‛ (P4). Figure 5  
below displays the introduction to the Pebblepad module.  

 

FIGURE 5:  

Introduction to Pebblepad 
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To further support students formulating a WIL Project which is of value to the professional 

partner and has the potential to succeed, Pebblepad allows the subject coordinator to provide 

instant online feedback on the action plan, once submitted through the system’s gateway. 
This will allow students to obtain timely and detailed feedback before implementing their 

WIL Project and assist in allaying their concerns regarding ‚what to do and how to do it‛ 
(P7). 

Reflective practice 

For WIL experiences to ensure quality, reflection needs to be continuous in nature, timely, 

derived from a variety of sources, an invited requirement, assessable, and valued as a tool to 

assist in the improvement of future practice (Clarke & Burgess, 2009). These descriptors of 

reflection are evidenced in the learning design of the WIL Project. Opportunities for 

meaningful reflection have been embedded in the assessment requirements of the subject. 

Assessment Three requires the student to prepare and post a fortnightly blog within the 

Pebblepad learning environment that provides considered comments on the i) tasks 

undertaken; ii) skills developed, rehearsed and refined; iii) episodes requiring conflict 

resolution; iv) status of the WIL Project outcomes; and v) factors that have facilitated and 

constrained the project’s progress. These reflections will be monitored regularly by the 

subject coordinator in an effort to provide ongoing support for the student and to evaluate 

their progress. Figure 6 below indicates the requirements of the assessment task and 

showcases the scaffolded nature of developing students’ ability to reflect through the use of 
guided questions.  

 

 
FIGURE 6:  

Assessment task 3 - Blog 

Participants in the research sample provided positive support for the use of the blog tool: 

 It’s good in the way that you can remember what you’ve done each day, otherwise 

you would just forget. It would be useful to use later when you are going for jobs so 

you can say I did this at a placement. (P1)  



Clarke et al.: Supporting exercise science WIL assessment 

 Asia-Pacific Journal of Cooperative Education, 2010, 12(3), 153-167 163 

 

 

It’s a good chance … if you write everything down after you do it to reflect over 

what you’ve done. (P7)  

Data from the interviews suggested that students were aware of the need to reflect on their 

overall success if doing the WIL Project. As part of the action research cycle (Kemmis & 

McTaggart, 1988), students are required to prepare a 2000-2500 word evaluation report that 

fully details the insights gained from designing and implementing their WIL Project. Figure 7  

below is a screen capture of the requirements of the evaluative report.  

 

 

FIGURE 7:  

Scaffolding the reflective evaluation report 

On-line learning 

The sample of participants strongly acknowledged supporting their learning through the use 

of online learning opportunities. They recognized the authenticity of these modes of 

information and communication technology as preparation for their future professional 

workplace, as well as providing the opportunity for students to work asynchronously. 

I think definitely that’s the way things are going. Everything’s done online now, 
even between companies. Emails are sent and teleconferences, on line conferencing, 

so I think that will prepare us in this subject, it’ll prepare me better for after I finish 
and enter the workplace. (P3)  

I guess that you can do it in your own time and not kind of be rushed. (P1)  
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Participants, however, pointed to several potential constraints of online learning that they felt 

would impede their participation in and completion of the WIL Project: 

If there’s a class you know you should be there … but with the online you don’t 
really know what pace everyone else is working at. (P1)  

I think a limitation of online learning is that you’re by yourself … no motivation. I 
just prefer to have someone to bounce things off. (P1)  

In direct response to these student concerns, the online learning environment will be 

supported by a subject forum on which students post questions and comments to be 

responded to by both their peers and the subject coordinator. Additionally, wikis will be 

created through which groups of students participating in similar professional placements 

(e.g. fitness instruction) can share their experiences, fears, concerns and solutions to 

problems. 

Participants in the research sample also flagged the importance of re-learning how to 

navigate the online learning environment and adopt the use of several new tools. In response 

to the student voice, ‚We used the blog in Applied Psych but I think I forget what to do‛ 
(P6); the researchers have created a module that provides students with a step-by-step guide 

to engaging with the blog tool. Figure 8 provides an example of a learning activity that 

reacquaints students with the use of the blog tool in the online learning environment.  

 

 

FIGURE 8:  

Learning activity – Creating a Blog 
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3. Interpersonal support 

Two key issues were coded within the theme of interpersonal support: i) the need for the 

subject coordinator to monitor student progress because of the blended learning 

environment, which was new to students; and ii) the desire to align the students’ learning 
objectives and career aspirations with those of the potential placement partner. 

Monitoring student progress 

Despite the willingness to engage in online learning environments, the participants still 

voiced the need for regular monitoring of their progress, some even suggesting face-to-face 

meetings midway through semester. Evaluating student progress will be undertaken using 

the blog tool in Pebblepad, as well as providing scheduled times throughout the project for 

students to contact the subject coordinator by email, phone or by using the subject forum. 

Times for and agendas of these virtual meetings will be negotiated between the student and 

the subject coordinator to best cater for the onsite learning needs of the student: 

Checked up on each person just to see how they were going and if they were 

handling it alright. Just to let them know that you’re there if they do need help. (P1)  

Even if part of the class meet up sometimes towards the end or even halfway 

through placement, and say have a sort of 5 or 10 minute speech in front of the 

whole class and just say what you are doing. (P2)  

Matching student and professional partner 

The participants identified the necessity for creating an interpersonal and professional match 

between the student and the professional partner. Students viewed this as paramount to the 

success of the placement: 

This is what I want to do, so where’s an employer that’ll match up with my vision. I 
think if you have that you’re going to get more out of your prac. (P3)  

In an effort to match students with potential professional partners that provide opportunities 

for students to achieve their professional objectives, students are now required to complete 

an Information Sheet graded as a Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory assessment task. The 

Information Sheet requires students to provide details including name, contact details, 

courses studied, subjects that explicitly relate to the potential placement, experience in other 

professional placements in first year, goals and objectives for and expectations of this 

placement and ideas for the WIL Project. Creating strong communication links between 

students, the university and the professional partner will contribute toward ensuring that all 

are sufficiently informed of the requirements of the professional placement and prepared to 

undertake a collegial and negotiated partnership. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

It is apparent from the research data that students welcome the opportunity to participate in 

a WIL experience that will allow them to achieve strong technical proficiency in exercise 

science. The increased placement hours required and the broad range of activities in which 

students need to be involved (musculo-skeletal, cardiovascular and respiratory), provide 

both benefits and barriers to participation. As Lave and Wenger (1991) suggest, to become 

fully socialized into the community of practice, in this case Exercise Physiology, students 
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need exposure to the breadth of activities of the community’s practices as well as to the range 
of members of the community. It is evident that  WIL has the potential to introduce students 

to these real-world practices through a cognitive apprenticeship (Brown, Collins & Duguid, 

1989). Furthermore, as an example of an authentic assessment task (Biggs, 1995), WIL 

requires students to apply their knowledge to cope with real tasks and problems that 

naturally occur in the workplace. Therefore, WIL assists these students to respond to tasks 

which are relevant, contextual and involve the synthesis of knowledge and skills rather than 

merely the application of procedural and declarative knowledge (Biggs). 

In regard to the nature and depth of support required by students to undertake WIL, the data 

generated from this case study identified the need for the thoughtful scaffolding of the 

learning experiences that contribute to student learning. As legitimate peripheral participants 

(Wenger, 1998) in the community of practice, these students are being gradually exposed to 

the nature of the profession through a considered plan of sequential, supported learning 

experiences that increase in the difficulty, responsibility, initiative and depth of knowledge 

required. For students to succeed in WIL, it is imperative that their learning be 

developmentally scaffolded as their professional placements are essentially test sites for 

future career skills, so the sequential progression of learning needs to be intentionally 

designed.  

The data further supported the need for embedded conscious reflection during WIL. The 

cohort of student participants in this case study clearly flagged the desire to document their 

experiences during professional placement. Students can meaningfully reflect on i) their 

placement objectives, ii) their ongoing achievement of these objectives; and iii) the success of 

the WIL Project. These have been addressed through the use of the Information Sheet, blog 

and Final Evaluation Report. This practice is in accordance with the view of Schön (1987) 

who states that reflective practice involves thoughtfully considering one's own experiences in 

applying knowledge to practice, while being coached by professionals in the discipline. In 

WIL, students are supported by the professional partner, their subject peers and the subject 

coordinator to make sense of their professional context, their proposed strategies to 

implement their WIL Project and to evaluate their degree of success. Encouraging student 

reflection assists in their development as autonomous, qualified and self-directed 

professionals.  In order to achieve those aims, there needs to be authentic discourse between 

the university, the student and the professional partner which ensures that the student’s 
goals for the WIL Project are well-defined and clearly understood by all involved from the 

commencement of the professional placement.  

As the student voice has driven the learning design of the current iteration of WIL, there will 

doubtless be more to learn from evaluations over time. The results of this case study have 

clearly indicated that students are aware of their learning needs, particularly in regard to the 

nature of the organizational, pedagogical and interpersonal support required to aid them in 

satisfactorily completing the assessment for this project. Students acknowledge their need to 

liaise regularly with professionals in their field to monitor their progress; this is combined 

with their desire to create successful professional relationships with their professional 

placement supervisor. Students’ insights and candidness in their responses to the interview 
questions enabled the creation of a new infrastructure for the subject which is potentially 

more supportive of student needs and which is imperative for preparing students for success 

in any WIL activity. 
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