
These slides were used for the ACEN conference keynote, 2016. Embedded media has been replaced by 
URL links to reduce file sizes; images have been removed where they were not my own.  
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The question posed for this keynote was essentially, do we need to break open WIL? 

I tackled some of the contextual, political, institutional and individual aspects of WIL to spark further 
conversations, to create debate, and to prompt collaborative action. 
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From the National WIL Strategy – see http://cdn1.acen.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/National-WIL-
Strategy-in-university-education-032015.pdf for details 

Theoretically, WIL is different from co-curricular activities such as informal placements and employment 
programs.  

Traditionally, then, WIL involves employers, workplaces, and an experience that is scaffolded beforehand, 
during and afterwards in order for students to make meaning of it.  

Pertinent issues: 
massive industrial changes that lie ahead, the changing attitudes of learners in higher education, and the 
changing workforce of academics who provide that learning experience. 
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Changes in the way we work 
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A few key sources to understanding why this is the reality: 

•  From Europe, the International Labour Organization’s world employment and social outlook figures: 
http://www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/weso/2016/lang--en/index.htm  

•  From Australia, CSIRO’s global megatrends: http://www.csiro.au/en/Do-business/Futures/Reports/Our-
Future-World  

•  From the US, Knoll’s workplace research and reports: http://www.knoll.com/design-plan/resources/
research 

•  CIPD reports from the UK, including attitudes towards employability: http://www.cipd.co.uk/hr-
resources/survey-reports/ 
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In 2015, global unemployment accounted for over 197 million people. This year, it will increase by a 
further 3.4 million people (ILO). 

In addition we have under employment, which in Australia is typically around the same % of workers – 
currently about 5.8% (see ausstats.gov.au for Australia statistics).  

Under employment is involuntary temporary or part-time work – think about academics seeking full-time 
roles, engineers and mining professionals who are consulting because there is a downturn and an over-
supply. 

Women and youth are the workers most affected by  under employment, so this has a particular 
relevance to our direct entry graduates. 
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One of the main concerns from an economic perspective is growth in China, which as you can see here 
accounts for almost 40% of our region’s total output. This is why it receives media coverage on a daily 
basis. (ILO figure) 
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ILO figures 

Income inequality continues to rise in most advanced countries, with more employed people living in 
moderate or near poverty. This is known as working poverty. 

Employment quality at the lower end of the market is falling.  

Dissatisfaction with labour market opportunities lessens participation rates. 63% of people choose not to 
participate, and in developed countries like Australia non-participation is likely to increase further.  

We also have a fall in the working-age population, so not only does slow economic growth impact the 
buoyancy of the labour market, the labour market impacts economic growth.  
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Individual workers are impacted in multiple ways. 
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Four features of vulnerable work 

•  Fierce competition for work;  
•  Industry culture;  
•  Gendered power relations; and  
•  The importance of informal networks. 

Study of female creative industries workers from the Creative Workforce Initiative (please email me for 
more details).   
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Hennekam, S., & Bennett, D. (In press). Sexual harassment in the creative industries: tolerance, culture 
and the need for change. Gender, Work and Organization. Accepted with revisions, August 2016. 
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I gave the example of a group of industries where the norms are complex; however, I did that deliberately 
because it highlights the vulnerability of individual workers.  

These vulnerabilities expose workers to conditions in which they need to know their rights and 
responsibilities.  

Hennekam, S., & Bennett, D. (In press). Sexual harassment in the creative industries: tolerance, culture 
and the need for change. Gender, Work and Organization. Accepted with revisions, August 2016. 
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How might WIL might play a central role in preparing students for this kind of work?  

The ILO confirms that one of our region’s biggest challenges is “creating enough quality jobs for the 
increasing number of youth completing tertiary education”.  

2’19” ILO video – see 
http://www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/weso/2015-changing-nature-of-jobs/lang--en/index.htm  

WIL, then, and higher education, has to change.  

The labour market is changing 
The academic workforce on which students’ learning depends is changing 
And students are changing, particularly in relation to their cultural diversity and their preparedness for 
university 
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In fact, graduates fare better than is reported in the media 

Metrics lack the specificity to report on complex patterns of work. However, there is a specificity in the existing 
graduate data that is rarely reported and it gives a far more complex picture. 

Figure: GDS data for four disciplines with low employment outcomes – see the red diamonds. These are, within 
their broader codes: 

Computer science 
Biological sciences 
Visual and performing arts 
Language and literature 

Bennett, D., Richardson, S., & MacKinnon, P. (2016). Enacting strategies for graduate employability: How 
universities can best support students to develop generic skills. Sydney: Australian Government Office for 
Learning and Teaching. DOI: 10.13140/RG.2.1.4094.8886  
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When only full time employment is considered 

At the bottom, highlighted in yellow, are the low performers from the previous slide 
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When part-time work is added 
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When self-employed work is added 
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Another way of looking at employability development is the old AUSSE – now reshaped as the Student 
Experience Questionnaire. 

Bennett, D., Richardson, S., & MacKinnon, P. (2016). Enacting strategies for graduate employability: How 
universities can best support students to develop generic skills. Sydney: Australian Government Office for 
Learning and Teaching. DOI: 10.13140/RG.2.1.4094.8886  
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Responses for all disciplines: proportion of students who reported engaging in these activities ‘often or 
very often’. (Around half of respondents were 1st year students.) 

The arrow indicates the overall downward trend.  

In every discipline, talking about career plans with teaching staff or advisors was the least 
common activity. 
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The highest achieving areas are nursing and medical studies (highlighted) 
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GDS fields of education are now in the same order as AUSSE data.  We added part-time and self-employed work.  
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What happens if we look at employability development AND employment outcomes? 

26 



A crude measure, but students who engaged in employability development – or recognised that 
they had engaged in employability development – appear to have a better employment outcome. 
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But should we be limiting the definition of WIL to those curricular activities? WIL doesn’t just work 
because it happens in the workplace. It works because (when) it is scaffolded, when it is 
embedded into the curriculum as part of students’ cognitive development. 
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Staff barriers: time, expertise and resources.  
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What we see in academia to motivate staff and students is largely based on prizes and awards, 
celebrating the highest achievers. There is overwhelming evidence that these rewards do not work for 
cognitive tasks; in fact, they are counter productive. 
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WIL activity on cognitive and functional tasks and motivation 

31 



Employability is not functional; that can be largely taught and learned online. 

See http://www.graduateemployability.curtin.edu.au  
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Employability is... 

Employability is not the purpose of universities. However, the purpose of universities includes 
employability development, because that is the development of well-rounded, engaged individuals who as 
social citizens can think independently to expose and resolve problems. 

Cognitive employability needs to be developed through inquiry, cognition, failure, and meaning making. 

It isn’t at odds with HE as ‘ability’ highlights the cognitive dimension of employability.  

Bennett, D. (2016). Developing employability in higher education music. Arts and Humanities in Higher 
Education, 15(3-4), 386-395. doi: 10.1177/1474022216647388  
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Key points: 

1. The defining feature of WIL is that it is an embedded component of the learning experience. 
Theoretically, it is different from co-curricular activities such as informal placements and employment 
programs.  

2. And yet, WIL is about making visible the invisible. Students can’t plan for or dream of possibilities they 
don’t know exist. They have little experience of reflective practice, their education is largely goal-oriented, 
and they have learned not to take risks within tasks that are assessed. Many of them have also learned 
not to bother with the tasks that aren’t assessed! 

3. I suggested that WIL is in fact selling itself short by defining itself as curricular. Indeed, experiential 
learning in its broadest sense should underpin everything we do in higher education. The tenets of WIL, 
and the expertise of WIL colleagues who do this really well, are needed across every aspect of higher 
education. Preparing students for 2020 and beyond demands it.  
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Please be in touch for more information, or for copies of graduate work, employability / employability 
development papers.  
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