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Learning at the Interface of Higher Education and Work: Experiences of Students,

Teachers and Workplace partners

Paivi Tynjala, Anne Virtanen, Maarit Virolainen, & Hannu L. T. Heikkinen

1 Introduction

Interest in developing a pedagogic approach in higher education to meet the needs and
expectations of the world of work has increased during the last decades for several reasons. On
the societal level, concerns about the professional relevance of higher education programmes
have become persistent. The employability of higher education (HE) graduates has become a
more topical issue since the adoption of the Bologna process and the shift toward the so-called
post-massification era of higher education (Schomburg & Teichler, 2011; Teichler, 2013;
Puhakka, Rautopuro, Tuominen, & Vuorinen-Lampila, 2012). In many Western countries,
graduate employment has become a performance indicator that has an effect on institutions’
public funding. Adopting learning through work experience as part of one’s studies is seen as a
promising way to smoothen graduates’ transition to working life (Billett, 2015; Tynjéld &

Newton, 2014).

On the one hand, periods of learning from work experience are expected to facilitate students’
learning and competence development by providing them opportunities for boundary crossing
(Bakker & Akkerman, 2019). On the other hand, the partnerships and collaborative relations
between higher education institutions (HEIs) and workplaces serve multiple functions. From the
perspective of higher education, co-planning and co-organisation of curricula and studies,
student mobility and the provision of adult education are central in this collaboration. However,
from the perspective of research and innovation, particularly important for enterprises are also
collaborative projects, mobility and entrepreneurship of personnel, funding, and enterprises’

representation on the governing boards of HEIs (e.g., Davey et al., 2018).

Already in the 1990s, Florida (1995) anticipated learning regions that aim to enhance innovative
networks between enterprises and HEIs, characterised by networking, global infrastructures and
communication, organisation of production in a networked manner, codependency, and loose
regulation. Such collaborative relations enable reciprocal knowledge transfer also informally.

More recently, there has been an increased interest in utilising digital ecosystems of learning as



part of the co-operative constellations between HEIs and workplaces. These learning regions can
also be conceptualised as learning ecosystems that intertwine higher education and the working
world of a region, emerging at the interface of business, universities and schools (Barnett &
Jackson, 2019; Godfrey & Brown, 2019). These ecosystems can also be analysed by applying
ecological principles (Capra, 2005), characterising collaborative relations between networking
bodies (e.g., Kemmis & Heikkinen, 2012).

Overall, the collaborative relations between HEIs, enterprises, and public sector organisations
can be thought to benefit the building and enhancing of an ecosystem for knowledge exchange,
development and innovation in general, even though the planning and organisation of student
learning addresses a more specific goal. Altogether, the framework where curricular planning
and provision takes place is dependent on the overall ecosystem between the world of work and
HEIs.

Generally, most studies concerning outcomes of learning from work experience organised as part
of HE bring up positive outcomes, even though the results have not been univocal as different
studies are based on different societal and organisational settings (Brooks & Youngson, 2016;
Jackson & Collins, 2018; Silva et al., 2018; Irwin, Nordmann, & Simms, 2019). For example,
study results based on comparisons between students participating and those not participating in
work placements as part of their degree studies in the UK showed positive outcomes for the
participants of work placements. In comparison to the non-participants, students who
participated in work placements showed improved academic performance in the last year of their
studies and more of them gained a relevant job with a higher salary upon starting their
occupational career (Brooks & Youngson, 2016). Meanwhile, according to study results from
Australia, the positive influence of work-integrated learning during the final year of higher
education was seen to be reflected in the somewhat better quality of employment gained by those
graduates, particularly in terms of higher levels of relevant employment (Jackson & Collins,
2018). A Portuguese study reported relatively strong indications that study programmes that
included internships enhanced graduate employment significantly (Silva et al., 2018). However,
the findings by Silva and colleagues (2018) also pointed out that the way in which internship
experiences were organised along study programmes was meaningful for the outcomes. A
Scottish study based on the analysis of qualitative data highlighted that the “relevancy of both
experience and degree topic was important for employability, along with students’ interpersonal

and professional skills” (Irwin, Nordmann, & Simms, 2019, p. 761). Furthermore, the results of a
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large longitudinal study showed internships to have positive effects on academic outcomes
(Binder, Baguley, Crook, & Miller, 2015). Somewhat in contrast to these previous study findings
are the results from studies conducted in South Africa, which have brought up that excessive
internship workloads and inadequate supervision have prevented the optimal development of
professional competencies (Naidoo, Wyk, & Adhikari, 2017; Ross, Naidoo, & Dlamini, 2018).

While the majority of studies concerning work-integrated learning have focused on internships or
practicums, there are less studies on practices that involve students working on commissioned
assignments or projects from companies or public sector organisations, but where working takes
place mainly at the university or school. In these work-related projects, students regularly visit
the client company, negotiate the goals and procedures, and follow the progress of work together
with the client. Typically, they also have a mentor or supervisor from the workplace and a
teacher who guides students (e.g., Helle et al., 2006; Tynjéla et al., 2009). In studies on such
work-related learning, students have reported about the development of their generic working

life skills (Beier et al., 2019; Tynjéla et al., 2009) and increase of intrinsic motivation for their
studies (Helle et al., 2006).

Altogether, HE students’ work-related learning or learning at work during their studies has been
seen as a way to enhance their competencies and transition to working life as graduates. Present
day HE graduates are expected to work around 35-45 years during their life and therefore their
ability to plan their own learning and utilise both formal, informal and non-formal learning
opportunities to keep up with the pace of change is crucial. Due to a shift toward the next
industrial age, called also the Fourth Industrial Revolution or Manufacturing 4.0, many job
profiles are expected to change or even become outdated. The often mentioned megatrends of
this age include digitalisation, robotisation, globalisation, and the necessary measures to combat
climate change, and these are expected to continue to transform working practices as well as the
ways of living all over the world. For these reasons, many young graduates may have to learn
new hybrid combinations of professions or change career at some point in their professional life
(Nedelkoska & Quintini, 2018).

In recent research, connectivity between education and workplaces is often seen as a central
element in preparing students for the requirements of the future labour market (e.g., Guile &
Griffiths, 2001; Billett, 2015; Sappa et al., 2014, 2016; Tynjél4 et al., 2020). In accordance with

the focus of this book, designing connectivity between education and work, this chapter will



present findings from a study that focused on strengthening the connectivity between Finnish
higher education institutions and workplaces. In this study, our data covered both learning at the
workplace and work-related assignments carried out in collaboration with the workplace and
higher education institutions. Before describing the findings of the study, we first introduce the

theoretical and analytical framework of our study in the following section.

2 3-P Model of Student Learning at the Workplace as analytical framework

In the next part of this chapter, we present an empirical study on students’, teachers’ and
workplace partners’ experiences of learning at the interface between HE and work. As an
analytic framework, we used a revised 3-P Model of Workplace Learning (Tynjél&, 2013; see
also Gruber & Harteis, 2018, pp. 158-168; Marsick, Watkins, & O’Connor, 2011, pp. 200-202;),
which is based on the overall model of learning presented by Biggs (1999). The 3-P Model of
Workplace Learning (Tynjald, 2013) mainly describes the learning of employees in their work,
whereas, in our present study, the learners were students. For this reason, we modified some
elements of the model. The modified version, now renamed 3-P Model of Student Learning at

the Workplace, is presented in Figure 1.

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE.
Figure 1. The 3-P Model of Student Learning at the Workplace (modified from Tynjald, 2013)

The three P’s of the model refer to the main components of student learning at the workplace:
Presage factors, Process factors, and Product factors. The Presage factors include learner-related
factors, such as prior knowledge and experience, agency, motivation, and life situations, as well
as factors related to the learning contexts, that is, the workplace and the education institution. In
Figure 1, the latter is extended to the “interface of the education institution and workplace”
because, for student learning, a significant factor is not only the school itself but rather how the
school and workplace are connected and how learning in both contexts is integrated with each
other (Virtanen, Tynjala, & Etel&pelto, 2014). First of all, the factors related to the workplace
include the affordances of the workplace (Billett, 2002), that is, the possibilities that it provides
for the members of the work community and students. The affordances include organisational

characteristics, such as, the approach to supporting learning (expansive versus restrictive, Fuller



& Unwin, 2004), encouraging active membership, organisation of work, collaborative climate,

and managerial support.

The Process component is composed of factors identified as central to workplace learning
processes, such as reflection, collaboration, participation, deliberate practice, and problem
solving. In addition, in the context of connecting school learning and workplace learning,
integrative thinking is important for linking theoretical and practical knowledge.

The Product factors include the outcomes of learning, which in the workplace context may be,
for example, better task performance, deeper understanding, improved skills, strengthening
agency and identity, and, especially in cases of development projects, even organisational

development or improved productivity.

In Figure 1, there are arrows showing that the Process factors are influenced by the Presage
factors, yet that the influence is not direct, but usually mediated by the interpretation of the
individual learner. The arrows also point out that the nature of learning processes (i.e., Process
factors) has an influence on the learning outcomes (the Product), and that feedback flows from
Process and Product to Presage factors. For example, teachers, workplace trainers or students
themselves may make changes to learning environments based on students’ approaches to
learning. Similarly, when a successful learning process has led to the strengthened agency of a
learner, then, in the next learning process, further improvement can be expected in the learner’s
agency, commitment, motivation and self-confidence. As the visual presentation may lead to the
idea that the components of the model are sequential, it is important to note, as Gruber and
Harteis (2018, p. 161) have, that the components of the model should be seen as simultaneous
elements. Also, the relations between the components are reciprocal (as the arrows show) rather

than unidirectional, and the components comprise both individual and social aspects of learning.

The 3-P Model of Workplace Learning emphasises the context of learning, referred to as the
sociocultural environment, including the social environment and artefacts of human culture,
including technologies and organisations. Research has produced several concepts referring to
different characteristics of the sociocultural context of workplace learning, such as those of
organisational learning (Argyris & Schon, 1978, 1996), communities of practice (Wenger, 1998),
and activity systems (Engestrom, 1987, 2011).



In our empirical study, we used the 3-P Model of Student Learning at the Workplace as an
analytic framework for organising our findings. In the next section, we describe the aims and

methods of our study.

3 Aim of the study, data and methods

The purpose of our study was to examine the practices of connecting work and learning in
Finnish universities of applied sciences from the viewpoints of all partners, that is, students,
teachers, and workplace representatives. While following the 3-P model (Figure 1), we focused
on the three main elements of learning: Presage, Process and Product factors. More specifically,

the following research questions were addressed:

1) Presage factors: How do students, teachers and workplace partners describe the role of
the Presage factors of student learning in work-related study modules?

2) Process factors: a) How do students describe their learning processes during the work-
related study modules? and b) How do teachers and workplace partners describe their
own role in student learning processes?

3) Product factors: How do students, teachers, and workplace partners describe the products

of work-related study modules?

The data were collected as part of two large-scale developmental projects funded by the Finnish
Ministry of Education, concerning the relationship between higher education and work (eAMK—
Choose, Learn, Specialise; Koskinen, Nakamura, Yli-Knuutila & Tyrvéinen, 2020; and
Toteemi—Learning from Work for Work; Kotila & Vanhanen-Nuutinen, 2019). Among other
things, these concerted multi-partner projects aimed at supporting students’ learning and
engagement in the labour market by researching and developing different practical models to
combine higher education studies and work. In order to study their models for connecting work
and learning, we invited all the participating universities of applied sciences (UASes, n=23,
N=24) to offer good examples of their work-related practices as research subjects (The 13
academic universities were excluded because they were not involved in the two above mentioned
development projects). Altogether, 11 different work-related study modules were chosen from
different occupational fields across Finland. The following selection criteria were applied: the

sample had to include different study fields, it had to include UASes from different regions of
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Finland, and it had to include collaboration both with public and private sector organizations.
The research subjects were derived from the fields of health and welfare, engineering,
manufacturing and construction, and information and communication technology; two of the
examined study modules were multidisciplinary, with students from different fields collaborating
during the study modules. In addition, all of the examined study modules represented the
practices where students carried out commissioned assignments or projects from companies or
public sector organisations, but where the work mainly takes place at the UASes. The
assignments or projects required collaborative working in student groups, and between students,
teachers, and workplace partners. The extent, duration, and levels of the modules varied. The
data were collected by interviewing 88 students, 35 teachers, and 17 representatives from
workplaces. Most of the interviews were carried out in groups, but some individual interviews
were also conducted. All of the teachers of these work-related study modules were included in
the data, but only a subset of the students from each study module took part in the interviews.
The interviewed workplace representatives were those whom teachers considered to be important

partners. Interview participation was voluntary.

The data were analysed using theory-led thematic content analysis (Elo & Kyngas, 2008; King,
Horrocks, & Brooks, 2019), and the modified 3-P Model of Workplace Learning (Tynjald, 2013)
was used as the analytic framework (Figure 1). The interview transcripts were analysed in
relation to the presage factors (individual and contextual) of workplace learning, processes of
workplace learning, and products of workplace learning. In addition to this theory-led analysis, a
data-driven approach was applied to identify those specific characteristics within the presage,

process and product factors that were not necessarily explicitly outlined in the 3-P model.

4 Findings

In the following sections, we report the research findings regarding the UASes’ work-related
study modules from the perspectives of the students, teachers and workplace partners. Following
the logic of the 3-P Model of Students’ Workplace Learning (Figure 1), the findings related to
presage factors are presented first, after which those pertaining to learning processes and
products follow.



Presage factors of students’ learning in the work-related study modules

Students

In their interviews, students especially emphasised the significant role of following two types of
presage factors of work-related study modules: (1) their age and/or study year, and (2) their work
experience and earlier studies. The interviewed students were at different stages in their studies,
and students at early stages, in particular, felt that getting used to collaborative learning
demanded quite a lot of effort from them. Although the students felt that working with other
students was a useful and productive form of learning and teaching, it was a totally novel form of
studying for them and therefore seemed to require practice. A young student reflected on the

experience as a rewarding challenge:

“At first it [working collaboratively with other students] felt pretty hard. Still, it was really nice
being in the group, which gave us a lot of confidence to do things. But, considering that it started

in the first year, there was such tight teamwork in my own project group.”

Many students had earlier work experience and some of them also had former qualifications;
these students felt that both of these experiences fostered their current studies. Both the work
experience and earlier studies enabled the students to develop a broader perspective of their

studies. This facilitated their focus on the essential things, and helped them see new things in
relation to their prior knowledge. In the following quotation, a student brings up this kind of

reflective thinking between theory and practice:

“And, somehow, having that [earlier] workplace made it easier to understand some things, since

it was possible to ponder them through my own workplace and work experience.”

In general, the students’ discourses concerning the contexts of their learning (i.e., workplaces
and UASes) were very positive. For example, they discussed workplaces in a favourable tone;
they described that the workplace partners were satisfied with their activities at the workplaces.
They also felt that the workplace partners were committed to guiding them. (The UASes had
either formal or informal agreements with workplaces about their role of the workplace
representatives.) In their own institute, the students described their working with other students

either in terms of teacher-led activities or working together with the teacher(s). The positive



experience of the combination of workplace-school learning environments as such was a

meaningful co-determinant of the presage factors.

Teachers

The three most central presage factors that were apparent in the teachers’ interviews were: (1) a
strong professional education (many of them had multiple degrees); (2) previous work
experience outside of aUAS; and (3) being recently involved in project work together with a
workplace partner (but not necessarily involving students). Factors related to the contexts were
similar to those mentioned by the students; both the UASes and workplaces showed positive
attitudes toward the development of work-related study modules. The teachers stated that, in
both contexts, there were such situations or developmental projects that supported their
development of the work-related study module. For example, some teachers said that, in their
UAS, teacher collaboration had been simultaneously developed, and it also supported the
development of workplace partnerships. The wider developmental approach of the UAS teacher
teamwork was seen as meaningful for the quality of the organisation of work-related studying.
Here, support from the management was considered to be important, as the following quotation

suggests:

“[...] our Chief Learning Officer was truly a person who advocated work-related projects. So, it
was easy to speak to her first about developing such a thing. She was very favourable and

sympathetic toward a solution like this.”

Workplace partners

The interviewed representatives from workplaces also had a varied or comprehensive
professional education. Like the teachers, they had plenty of work experience. They also had a
common understanding about the need for workplace development in collaboration with UASes,
and they aimed to create a setting for that in their companies. The workplace partners stressed
that the student projects make it possible for workplaces to meet development needs for which
their own staff did not have time. In the following quotation, the workplace partner also
explicates broader societal values as motivation for organising work-related learning together
with UASes:

“An important reason for us to be involved is a kind of social responsibility, and of course our

desire to develop the field and related studies. We wished to slightly open the curtain, so students
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could think more about their future employability already during their studies and get to know

’

what would be required of them in working life after graduation.’

Students’ learning processes in the work-related study modules

In the following sections, we describe, in particular, the findings pertaining to what happened
during the work-related study modules.

Students

According to interviews with students, their learning during the work-related study modules had
three specific main characteristics that distinguished work-related learning from typical
classroom learning. Firstly, students’ learning in these study modules took place in small groups
or teams. During the study modules, students could participate in many groups or teams.
However, students also had their own small group or team across all study module sessions.
Students’ division into the study groups and teams took place according to their own interest or
type of assignment, but in certain cases teachers decided the distribution. Individual forms of
learning and teaching, such as writing a learning journal, were used in the long-term, work-
related study modules as well. However, in general, collaborative learning and teaching were
applied in the study modules.

Secondly, the learning by students in the work-related study modules involved an actual task or
action, such as project work or another assignment from a partner company or organisation. In
other words, students’ work in these study modules was based on authentic projects and
assignments from workplaces rather than on artificial or theoretical tasks. Some students who
had previous work experience described that, while working on their assignments, they reflected
on their current work by recalling their past work experiences, as was pointed out in the second

interview example of students’ presage factors.

Thirdly, in these study modules, students were responsible for their own work and learning. On
the one hand, this was because the students had to meet the requirements of working life. On the
other hand, the teachers aimed to put the students themselves in charge of their own work and
learning. In the following quotation the student reflects on the strengthened agency and

experience of demand for responsible problem solving and integrative thinking (see chapter I)
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requiring application of theoretical knowledge about economic budgeting when carrying out the

project assignment:

“In my view, the situation is such that we are truly doing work-based things, which I find to be a
very good thing. We are actually doing a ‘real’ thing, something that can actually be realized.
And it gives you a kind of true responsibility for the job. We can’t just make up something
without being reasonable and thinking about our budget, so that we won’t exceed our financial

resources.”’

Teachers

Because students’ learning with others was so prevalent, teachers had to be experts in the
guidance of collaborative learning. In some cases, they had to supervise sharing the work tasks
evenly among team members and modifying the tasks on the spot while reflecting on what was
happening. The teachers’ guidance toward students’ starting with a new approach to learning,

collaborative learning, is explicit in the following quotation:

“Well, they [students] had some problems at the start, because they were unaware of what they
should do. They said that, until now, teachers had always taught all that they have to know, but
now they had to think and do it themselves. And we [the teacher and colleague] were just there,
talking with them, providing support and giving tips about how to do this or that. It was
somewhat alarming, having us question whether what we had done before was too much. So, we

learned very much indeed. On the whole, it was great. ”

Students were not the only ones collaborating with others; the teachers also worked with students
and colleagues. For example, only one of the examined study modules was organised by a single
teacher; two or more teachers took care of all the other study modules. It is noteworthy that
references were no longer made to ‘teaching’; the role of the teachers seemed to be more like
that of an organiser, coach, guide or expert in their domain. For example, when a UAS received a
new project or assignment from a business, the teachers had to consider, among other aspects,
which part of their study module would be suitable for carrying out the assignment. Teachers had
to be resourceful, versatile and pedagogically proficient; they also had to network effectively
with workplace partners. In general, the following characteristics were observed in teachers’
organisation of the work-related study modules: (1) coordination of larger study modules within

the curriculum (small study modules were integrated into one large study module); (2)
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multidisciplinary study modules (students from different fields worked together on joint
projects); (3) ongoing learning environments (students stepped in and out of study modules as
they wished); and (4) versatile assessment forms and practices (for example, formative

assessment, self-assessment, and peer assessment).

Workplace partners

In the small companies, the representatives from workplaces often worked together with students
in the examined study modules. They acted as experts and as senior colleagues in their own
fields. In the workplace, they helped the students to plan their work and guided students’ work
and learning. The workplace supervisors also learned about their own guidance practices during

the process, as the following quotation shows:

“In our experience, we have found it to be important that, when you work with students, you
define exactly what you want and what your goals are. It’s important to make a good plan so

that students don’t get confused.”

In the large companies, in contrast, the interviewees were not in a position to participate in
students’ work at the workplaces. Therefore, they did not have an opinion on or an experience of
working with the students. Instead, they were in charge of creating or maintaining the
partnerships with the UASes on a more general level (such as the agreement between their

company and any UAS).

Products of students’ learning in the work-related study modules

Students

From the perspective of students, what the data revealed about the products of work-related
learning was, firstly, in particular, that the students felt they had learned a lot from the work-
related study modules when they studied as part of a group or team. Both the authentic tasks and
the need for real collaboration contrasted traditional school learning, and were experienced to be
more demanding. For example, the students felt that they learned to discover and respect other
students’ different points of view and to give and receive feedback. In multidisciplinary groups,

they felt that they were given an opportunity to act as experts in their own field. They also felt
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that they had developed through the group work as well. Below is an example of a positive

experience of developing group work skills:

“Somehow, my former experience of group work was that there was always one person who did
everything and other members who didn’t do anything. But here, all students worked very well.

And when we got feedback on our working, we were able to improve our collaboration too.”

Secondly, the students expressed experiencing an increase in their motivation. They found their
experience from the work-related study modules very motivational because this work was real
and concrete. They had a real responsibility for their own actions in these study modules, which
also motivated them. Thirdly, they felt that they were getting useful experience from the world of
work when they worked in these study modules. For example, they mentioned that they learned
the practices and experienced the rhythm of a working life in their own field. They appreciated
these experiences, because they provided the opportunity to see and get acquainted with several

companies and organisations as well as network with the professionals.

Teachers

From the teacher perspective, three main outcomes of the work-related study modules emerged.
Firstly, the teachers felt that, along with acting in the work-related study modules, they were able
to develop a closer and deeper relationship with businesses and public sector organisations.
Secondly, the teachers also felt that acting in these study modules developed their capacity as
teachers because it required courage, boldness, the ability to endure uncertainty, and pedagogical
agility. At times, teachers felt they had to stretch their capacities and find ways to be flexible in
order to combine their own pedagogic, subject to teacher interests and the interests of the

workplace projects, as shown in the teacher’s following comment:

“When we got this [assignment from the company], we already had all the teaching planned for
the autumn semester. So, it caused a real stress peak and we asked ourselves: ‘What should we
do now? How can we make it through?’ As subject teachers in the field, we realised that the time

we had for planning and carrying it out was extremely short.”

At the same time, all of this increased their trust in the students as they had to give the students
responsibility and then trust them. Thirdly, the teachers also saw benefits for the students in these

study modules. Learning that took place in groups and teams more strongly committed the
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students to their studies than did the regular studies, as demonstrated by the student dropout rate

clearly having been lower during these study modules.

Workplace partners

Finally, the workplace representatives brought up that they were very satisfied with the
collaboration with the UASes in these work-related study modules. They had gained concrete
benefits from this collaboration, such as products, services, or help in recruiting. They were very
enthusiastic about continuing this collaboration with UASes. The following comment of a

workplace supervisor describes the overall satisfaction in short:

“Actually, we have always gotten what we expected and ordered, and we are pretty happy with

that.”

The main findings are summarised in Table 1.

13



Figure 1.
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Table 1. Presage, Process, and Product factors of Students’ Learning in Work-Related Study
Modules From the Perspectives of the Students, Teachers and Workplace Representatives

* Reflection on
experiences

* Students’ own
responsibility for
learning and actions

Students Teachers Workplace
representatives
Presage Factors related to Factors related to teachers: | Factors related to
factors of students: * Strong workplace partners:
students’ * Age and class vocational/professional * Varied work
learning in * Previous work education experience and
the work- experiences and earlier * Work experience also education
related study | studies outside of the UAS * Interest in the
modules * Being involved in project | development work
Factors related to the work with workplace with the UAS
context: partners
* Working together with Factors related to the
teachers, and guidance by | Factors related to the context:
teachers context: * Social responsibility
* guidance and * Positive attitude of both * Expected benefit for
encouragement from the UAS and workplaces the organisation
workplace toward the development of
representatives work-related study modules
* Broader, multidisciplinary
and continuing learning
environments (including
assessment practices)
Students’ * Collaborative learning | * Guidance of collaborative | Either:
learning with other students and learning * Working together
processes workplace employees * Working together with with students or as an
during the * Working on students (and teacher expert guide in the
work-related | authentic/concrete colleagues) work-related study
study project/assignments from modules; learning
modules the workplace about guidance needs

and students’ task
planning

Or:

* Taking care of
agreements

Products of
students’
learning in
the work-
related study
modules

* Generic skills (e.g.,
group work, planning,
coordination)

* Responsibility

* Increased motivation
* Workplace practices
(e.g., rhythm of working
life)

* Acting as expert and
networking

* Closer and deeper
relationship with the
workplaces

* Professional development
as a teacher

* Dropout of students
decreased

* Satisfaction
regarding the
collaboration with the
UAS and its outcomes
* Concrete benefits:
products and services
* Help in recruitment

UAS = university of applied sciences
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5 Discussion

In this chapter, we have presented the findings of our study, which focused on practices aimed at
strengthening connectivity between Finnish higher education institutions and workplaces. While
there exist quite a lot of empirical studies on the benefits and challenges of work-related learning
regarding students, studies combining multi-actor views are scarce. Our study contributes to this
perspective. We examined students’, teachers’ and their workplace partners’ experiences of
work-integrated study modules in Finnish universities of applied sciences (UASes). As an
analytic framework, we used the 3-P Model of Student Learning at the Workplace adopted from
the previous model concerning workplace learning of employees (Tynjald, 2013). Our study
shows that, in general, all three parties of the education—work collaboration experienced the
connections between the UASes and workplaces as fruitful.

Regarding the presage factors of learning, the role of previous experience emerged as an
important background factor of education—work activities in all parties. For young and
inexperienced students, the new ways of working and novel learning environments at the
interface of education and work were challenging, yet motivating. For the teachers and
representatives of the workplaces, it seemed that only individuals with diverse experience
actively participated in partnership activities. On the one hand, the findings indicate that it is
important to provide special guidance for students when practice-based learning is integrated in
study modules, as Billett (2015) has recommended. On the other hand, it seems that guidance,
both at the education institution and at the workplace, is in good hands as workplace relations
and student guidance are delegated to experienced professionals. However, it is important to
keep in mind that at the workplace experienced professionals seldom have pedagogical training

and therefore their experience does not automatically make them optimal guides for students.

As for the student learning processes, three dominating features appeared: the emphasis on
collaborative learning, working with authentic tasks, and responsibility. For teachers and
representatives from the workplaces, the processes of education—-work partnerships included
working with students as experts and, at the same time, guiding the work processes and
collaboration. A striking finding related to the learning processes was that neither the students
nor the teachers or workplace interviewees spoke about the students’ thinking activities,
reflection on practical experiences, or connection-making between theoretical and practical

knowledge, not to mention speaking of learning. Thus, it seems that students’ and teachers’ focus
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was merely on completing day-to-day tasks rather than on reflection or on integrating theory and
practice. Previous studies (e.g., Billett, 2015; Delany & Watkin, 2009; Heikkinen et al., 2011,
Virtanen et al., 2014; Tynjalé et al., 2016; T&ks et al., 2014; Ortoleva & Bétrancourt, 2015) have
shown that reflective activities, where students critically examine their experiences and integrate
theory and practice, deepen learning. Without these kinds of activities, pointed out in the
Connective Model of Work Experience (Guile & Griffiths, 2001, see chapter 1.1 and 1.3) and in
the Integrative Pedagogy model (e.g., Tynjéla et al., 2020, see chapter 1.1) as well as 3-P model,
practical experience may remain separate from conceptual understanding. However, it may be
possible that the integration of theory and practice was so deeply embedded in the learning
processes that the interviewees felt this was too self-evident to need to be pointed out. Also, it
may be possible that integrative learning processes could be better captured through observation
than interviews. In future studies, it is also important to specifically ask for examples of applied

reflective and integrative learning tasks and processes.

While the reflective and integrative processes remained hidden or non-existent, according to the
interviews, another important process element of the 3-P model, problem solving, clearly
emerged from the interviews, though implicitly. The participants of the study seldom explicitly
mentioned problem solving as an activity, but in their descriptions of working with authentic

assignments or projects, they described processes typical of problem solving.

In the interviews, all three types of participants — students, teachers, and workplace partners —
produced rich descriptions of the product factors of the 3-P model, that is, the outcomes of the
work-related study modules. Naturally, the students paid attention to their developed skills and
learning of workplace practices, as well as responsibility, whereas the teachers had a broader
perspective and recognised not only the development of students’ skills and increase in their
motivation, but also the decrease in the student dropout rate. Teachers also regarded the result of
closer relationships with workplaces, in and of itself, as an important outcome. Unlike in the
study by Kumpulainen and colleagues (2019, also see chapter 1.1), the teachers in the present
study seldom referred to challenges with respect to guiding students in their work-related
assignments. Instead, they saw the development of work-integrated study modules as supporting
their professional development and expanding their professional spheres. This strong, positive
attitude toward work-integrated learning may stem from the teachers’ long experience both
within and outside the UASes. The workplace partners were as satisfied as the students and

teachers in terms of the outcomes of their education—work collaboration, in particular since the
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students’ projects resulted in new products, services and employees for the companies and

organisations.

When considered from the perspective of the Connective Model of Work Experience (Guile &
Griffiths, 2001; Griffiths & Guile, 2003), the work-related study modules of the Finnish
universities of applied sciences seem to have had the aim of following this model: students were
supported to cross boundaries between education and work. However, on the basis of students’
and teachers’ descriptions, little explicit and intentional integration and connection making seem
to have taken place between academic and work-related learning. It seems that students had
opportunities to apply theoretical knowledge to practice and even develop something new, but
preparation for the requirements of workplaces and also critical reflection on experiences in the
light of conceptual knowledge seem to have remained scarce. Thus, while the elements of
boundary crossing and resituating learning of the Connective model seem to have been realized
at least to some extent, the elements of critical thinking and dialogical inquiry did not appear
very strongly in the data. It may be possible as well, as mentioned earlier, that the interview
method did not capture all the nuances of connectivity.

In regard to planning connectivity, the following practical implications can be raised on the basis

of our findings (see also Billett, 2015):

It is important to:

e inform students about the practices and procedures of work-integrated learning beforehand,;

e encourage initiative and active learning in students;

e make sure that students have guidance available both at the workplace and education
institute;

e provide students with opportunities to reflect on their practical experiences in the light of
theories and with the help of conceptual tools;

e make an agreement with the workplace partner regarding the goals, guidance and

assessment practices.
In sum, in the present study, students reported on the usefulness of collaborative learning

processes and diverse learning outcomes, and the teachers confirmed the students’ observations.

Furthermore, the teachers felt that their workplace relations deepened, and that the experience of
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guiding the students was useful for their own professional development as well. For the
workplaces, collaboration with the UASes brought benefits in the form of new products or

services as well as the recruitment of new employees or interns.

The main limitations of the present study concern the data collected. Although the size of the
interview data was unusually large for a qualitative study (140 participants), the number of
workplace participants was small (only 17). This means that the workplace point of view is
underrepresented in comparison to that of the other types of participants (88 students and 35
teachers). Also, the selection of interviewees at the workplaces could have been more effective,
because many of the interviewees represented the management of the company and were not
directly involved in the supervision or guidance of the student assignments. For these reasons,
particularly the findings related to the processes of student projects were less profound or less
clear regarding the workplace perspective. Regarding the interviewees from the workplace, the
findings indicate that, in future studies, it is important to pay more attention to the recruitment
criteria for study participants in order to be sure to invite those workplace representatives for
interviews who would be directly engaged in the guidance and supervision of the students.
Altogether, capturing the process-related elements of the 3-P model—such as deliberate practise,
problem solving and integrative thinking—requires more process-oriented data gathering,

observation and analytical methods in future studies.

Another limitation related to the data is the fact that the examined study modules were collected
as part of two major development projects funded by the Finnish Ministry of Education. In other
words, the practices developed in these 11 cases may differ from ones of more typical higher
education settings, representing pioneering units, rather than average higher education
institutions. Furthermore, the cases we examined are better described as work-related rather than
work-based practices, since most of the students” work on the commissioned assignments took
place in the UAS context. Nevertheless, despite these limitations, it can be concluded that
planning and implementing real connective learning environments, in terms of the Connective
model (Guile & Griffiths, 2001) and the Integrative Pedagogy model (Tynjala et al., 2020),
requires diverse and high-level professional competence of teachers. Therefore, we recommend
incorporating modules of work-integrated learning into the teacher development programmes of

universities.
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