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Chapter Summary 
Therapeutic recreation is one field within leisure practice.  Exposure to Therapeutic Recreation (TR) or Leisure studies 

as a future career, for most commencing undergraduate students is limited in Australia. At Western Sydney 

University, nested within a Health Science degree is a specialisation or ‘key program’ in Therapeutic Recreation.  

Some students default into the course as it has ‘health science’ in the title — with the intention of transferring during 

the course or completing postgraduate studies in ‘their first field’ such as physiotherapy, nursing, podiatry and other 

health sciences at a later date.  

This case study will identify and discuss the benefits of Work Integrated Learning [WIL] in the first year of the 

Therapeutic Recreation (TR) degree for student retention, satisfaction, career development and how the work 

placement in the first year of their degree assists to develop a student's career trajectory.  Whilst meeting the 

learning outcomes for the Professional Pathways in Health Science unit, an unexpected result has been multiple 

students changing their career allegiances to the leisure sciences, as well as many entering paid employment and/or 

seeking further volunteer opportunities as a result of the placement.  

Academic audiences would benefit from this case study by considering the timing of work placements and the 

scaffolding of knowledge and skills throughout degree courses, particularly in specialist professional fields. Across 

most allied health and other professional degrees, work placements are typically scaffolded into the curriculum 

toward the end of their degrees and therefore fail to gain authentic exposure to the various fields of practice and 

contexts in which the health and leisure professional may work in the initial stages of their degree. 

  



Innovative Leisure Practices: Case Studies as Conduits between Theory and Practice Volume 3: 
2018 

 

 

 
Page 
60 

 

  

Learning Objectives: 
After reading this Chapter, learners will be able to: 

1. Understand the importance of work integrated student placement on early career decision making. 

2. Identify the development of student skills for placement throughout the curriculum. 

3. Develop student placements to be mutually beneficial for students, organisations and the educational 

institution.  

4. Recognise the importance of work integrated learning in the first year of bachelor degree studies. 

The Issue, Opportunity or Trend 
Work integrated learning (WIL) has various names such as work placement and professional practice (McEwen & 

Trede, 2014), but the process of students attending a workplace environment, engaging in suitable workplace tasks 

and being mentored by a professional from the career they are persuing is referred to as work integrated learning 

(Cooper, Orell & Bowden, 2010). Students from low SES backgrounds, indigenous students and first in family students 

struggle with a “lack of clarity with how university education can help students reach their professional goals” 

(McEwen & Trede, 2014, p.56). Experiential learning is a hallmark of WIL and provides a student with the opportunity 

to experience the profession from the perspective of a practitioner.  This is seen as vital in enhancing a student’s 

academic endeavours and career prospects for employment, both during and after graduation (Bullock, Gould, 

Hejmadi, & Lock, 2009). 

In the Australian context, the need for health, and more specifically leisure professionals, will increase exponentially 

over the coming years, with growth in disability, mental health and aging sectors with a projected 21% (8.4 million 

people) aged 65 and over by 2054, compared with 15% of the population  

(3.5 million people) in 2014 (AIHW, 2015). With a significant proportion of the population aging, retiring and possibly 

requiring aged care services, either in the community or in long term care facilities, growth in the health and leisure 

professions is inevitable. 

Throughout the first year of the health science undergraduate degree, students are exposed to interdisciplinary 

practice — that is they learn generalist skills, relevant to all health professions. Skills in health communication, 

evidence based practice, health psychology, professional health competencies and broader issue such as population 

health and health promotion. Often student placements are offered in the later part of undergraduate degrees, 
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usually in the last year of studies. Some courses do offer WIL or student placements in the second year of studies, 

however across the health sciences it is fairly limited.  

Western Sydney University has offered an undergraduate, three-year degree in health science (Therapeutic 

Recreation) since 1996 (DTRA, 2017).  In 2010, the university course offerings were extended through partnership 

with Western Sydney University The College (The College), offering the first year of the undergraduate degree as a 

diploma in higher education (University of Western Sydney, 2009). The College offers direct pathways for the first 

year of five different health science degrees which are offered with students transitioning into their second year of 

studies at the main University campuses. The five direct entry courses all have placements in third year, with the 

exception of Therapeutic Recreation, where students can complete a placement at the end of the second year of their 

studies. At The College, a placement is offered towards the end of the first year of their studies (Western Sydney 

University, 2017). Placements are organised in a unit called Professional Pathways in Health Science and are available 

for students completing key programs in TR, health service management, health promotion and public health.  

Research on WIL for first year is limited (McEwen & Trede, 2014) with very few professions and educational 

institutions engaging in first year WIL, unless mandated, with professional associations which impact on registration 

such as Nursing. 

WIL generally occurs in the latter stages of most specialised degrees, whilst developing specific professional skills.  

Compliance in health-related fields has also impacted on WIL, for students, the organisation and the educational 

institute (Craig, 2017). This includes compliance with vaccinations, national criminal record checks and working with 

children checks to meet the organisations’ obligations with statutory requirements, policy directives through the 

ministry of health and National Safety and Quality Health Service Standards (HETI, 2017). 

The Innovation 

Case Context 

WIL is the pinnacle to student learning in context.  Placements are conducted in November and December each year, 

at the tail end of the first year of studies. Over the past two years, data has been collected through assessment 

submissions and the teaching staff have collected additional information as a means of quality assurance. As a 

capstone unit, the skills taught and learnt throughout the year in all of the units are applied through WIL by students 

doing a work placement. The work placement occurs one day a week, over five weeks.   

WIL one day a week has many benefits.  From an educational perspective, the placement is timetabled into student 

sets and therefore embedded into the curriculum, thus allowing for a designated day where placement occurs. For 

students, especially with their first experience working with health professionals, it allows time to process the 
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experience, and provides peer support through talking about their experiences with each other and academic staff. 

For organisations, an opportunity exists whereby if any issues arise, the supervisors can communicate with academic 

staff to resolve issues prior to the next week when the student returns.  Five weeks gives students a better 

understanding of the different organisations where they are doing placement and the service provision that occurs in 

context.    

Students have almost completed one third of their degree when starting their placement. The table below identifies 

the skills developed prior to placement. 

Table 1 Skill development with curriculum 

Unit What skills have been developed How skills are applied on placement 

Professional Health 
Competencies 

Exposure to different Health 
professions 

Child protection 

Infection control 

Legal and ethical issues 

Work health and safety 

Awareness of other health professions 

Awareness of compliance with the 
organisations policies and procedures  

Population Health 
and Society 

Social determinants of health 

Issues that can impact on health 

Awareness of disease in context of 
environment including social context 

Introduction to 
human biology 

How the body works Body functioning and terminology 

Communication in 
health 

Interview skills 

Reflective practice 

Multidisciplinary team, roles and 
management. 

Knowledge of various health 
profession 

Reflection on own skills and what to 
develop next 

Psychology and 
Health 

Health behaviours 

Conditioning 

Awareness of psychology and 
implications to health  

Research and 
evidence based 
practice 

Evidence based interventions Research current intervention being 
used in WIL experience 

Approaches to 
health promotion 

Promoting health 

Individual behaviour change 

Interacting with health consumers 
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Stakeholders Involved 

Organisations and workplace supervisors 
Students were placed with appropriate organisations and workplace supervisors. It is important to note that there is 

no funding or payment received for students doing work placement. Many organisations see limited benefits in taking 

unfunded professional placement students; this presents additional barriers to WIL. 

Professional bodies around the world such as the NCTRC and ATRA (Craig, 2017) encourage supervisors to take work 

placement students by providing continuing or professional education points or professional recognition for the 

supervisor, giving some benefit to organisations taking unfunded professional placement students. This is in contrast 

to professions, such as nursing and teaching, where the education institution pays to host organisations a significant 

fee to take professional placement students. 

The University and College 
The Professional Pathways unit at the University removed the WIL experience from the unit offering, mainly due to 

the administrative and logistical issues of the unit being offered in the students’ first semester at university as well as 

the evolving compliance requirements for students to attend a WIL.  

The College is able to offer the unit in the students’ third term, within their three or four term pattern of study. This 

enables the administration and logistics of the placement to be established throughout the students’ first two terms 

of study, further fitting the placement within The College’s ideology of a flexible student-centred approach to 

teaching and learning (Western Sydney University The College, 2017, p.10.) 

The students 
Students are encouraged to define what they want to achieve from the experience and to suggest the possible client 

group they would like to work with (Knowles, 1973). To have some prior knowledge about the client group, and 

possible organisations that they may be placed within, encourages self-directed learning (Stagnitti, Schoo, & Welch, 

2013). 

Understandably, institutions have resisted engaging students in a first-year WIL due to many complex issues 

including: the heavy administrative and logistical burden of a work placement in first year and investment in students 

who may drop out within the first year of study, as is a common trend in higher education settings (McEwen & Trede, 

2014).  A further issue is the limited length of time of a student’s first year placement giving a limited time to 

understand the student’s aspirations and academic standards, professional skills and behavioural expectations within 

one or two semesters of study. 
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Importantly, it is proposed that student skillsets and prior learning are rarely taken into account, perhaps viewing the 

majority of first year students as recent school leavers with limited ‘life’ experience and capacity to undertake WIL. 

Data collected from the 2015/2016 cohort (N=102) suggests that 14.7 % of the total students undertaking WIL had no 

previous work experience, 10.8% had experience in a health field and the remaining 74.5% of students had some form 

of work or volunteer experience. These roles suggest the students had a stronger capacity to engage in WIL than 

perhaps previously anticipated and a variety of skills that can be harnessed, in particular customer service or health 

related skills, that could enhance both the student’s experience of WIL and benefit to the placement organisation. 

 Table 2 Prior work experience. 

N=102 Previous Health 
Work experience 

Previous 
Customer Service 

role 
Other No previous work 

experience 

2015/2016 
student 
cohort 
 
% 

11 
 
 

10.8 

43 
 
 

42.2 

33 
 
 

32.3 

15 
 
 

14.7 

Approach Used and the Impact 

In collaboration with the teaching team and The College timetabling team, students were given one day a week free 

from lectures, tutorials and other teaching activities to attend WIL. WIL opportunities are negotiated with host 

organisations, matching the students’ chosen professions balanced with available placements. Students were also 

encouraged to identify the particular services where they would like a WIL experience (Bennett & Alford, 2016). 

Students began placements in week five of term with the first four weeks of content skewed toward developing a 

learning contract for the work placement (Knowles, 1995) , deepening the students’ understanding of workplace 

safety, career development (McEwen & Trede, 2014; Craig, 2017), reflection and their chosen profession mapped into 

the curriculum (Craig, 2017).  

During the placement cycle, students were encouraged to reflect on their experience by online blogging via their 

Blackboard Learn site and scheduled in class discussion (first 15-20 mins of tutorial class). Here the work placement 

student, peers and teaching team could reflect on the placement experience and, where necessary, bring to the 

attention of the subject coordinator any issues. Online blogging has been seen as beneficial to both health related 

and non-health related pedagogies to support work integrated type learning (Ladyshewsky, & Gardner,2008; Chu & 
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Tiwari, 2012). Further, Ladyshewsky, and Gardner (2008) in the context of health related WIL suggests that online 

blogging as part of the workplace learning curricula has been seen to promote reflective practice, clinical reasoning 

and added value to the learning experience. Moreover, the use of online multimedia such as blogs, assists in negating 

many barriers to peer learning such as cohort diversity and geographical location. 

Within the context of the 2015/2016 cohort (N=102) table 2 presents the various issues expressed in class discussion 

or online blog regarding placement as well as solutions developed in collaboration with students and the teaching 

team.  

Table 3: Student Issues and Solutions 

Student issues Solutions 
Issues presented in class 

Lack of clarity from the work placement site on 
expectations of the student. 

Limited understanding of clinical conditions 
presented. 

Difficulty communicating with clients with specific 
illnesses/ailments  

Uncomfortable with roles designated by placement 
supervisors. 

Clarity of learning contract 

Frustration at being treated like an extra pair of 
hands and not engaging as a student. 

Disconnect from expectation to reality of placement. 
‘This wasn't how I thought it would be’ 

Student encouraged to take a more proactive approach to the 
experience, look for opportunity to assist, request 
information to read or develop skills. 

Student to request information form workplace supervisors 
on common conditions to research in own time.  

Student to request information form workplace supervisors 
on common conditions to research in own time.  

Subject lead to follow up with particular site, -Students to 
understand the scope/responsibility on placement and 
develop capacity to say no to particular request much like a 
real workplace request. 

Student to discuss with workplace supervisor, particulars of 
learning contract and how they are going to attain desired 
learning. 

Student to develop capacity to engage in constructive 
conversation, ‘how can I develop my skills, could I assist in 
that task.’ 

Student to discuss this with placement supervisor, what is the 
typical role and expectations of the professional in this health 
context 

Issues from online blog 

Lack of communication from placement site on 
placement particulars and expectations. 

Concern at jobs allocated for students. 

Frustration at lack of difficulty within tasks. 

Limited support from workplace supervisor. 

 

Solution 

Students to take a pen and paper to write information down, 
and verbally request information 

Student encouraged to take a more proactive approach to the 
experience, look for opportunity to assist, request 
information to read or develop skills. 

Student to discuss with workplace supervisor, particulars of 
learning contract and how they are going to attain desired 
learning. 

Follow up from Subject lead. 
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Further to this, students were to develop an assessed Workplace Learning Report one week post-completion of the 

WIL, deepening the understanding of the profession, placement site, clinical area and student role within the 

experience. Smith and Worsfold (2014) also identify this as an issue and suggest that WIL  

“is perceived to facilitate the development of graduates” (p.1072). Jackson and Wilton (2016) further the idea of WIL 

with the “development of career management competencies” (p.267). 

For academics, consideration and planning is required to develop an appropriate curricula that is well scaffolded. WIL 

in first year has enhanced student retention in health science degrees (McEwen & Trede, 2014). Students also 

reported a clearer career trajectory which enable the University to have clearer numbers for electives units, and 

combinations of units leading to minor or majors in different health science fields.  Whilst additional time is required 

to organise placements and develop relationships with workplace sites, equally important is that the WIL experience 

is well integrated into the curriculum and not used as an ‘add on’ to learning (McLennan & Keating, 2008). McEwen 

and Trede (2015) found that the experience gained through WIL was a key factor to students both staying enrolled 

and continuing with their learning.  

Implications & Lessons learned 
Students participating in placements within the first year of study have reported being more directed in future 

placements and more motivated about where to do their placements; this may be with a particular client group or an 

organisation that has different client group service provisions within the organisation.  Post placement evidence 

suggests students have a clearer career trajectory, and are more likely to start actively seeking out opportunities to 

enhance their employability by graduation, mainly through volunteering. Literature corroborates this, suggesting that 

experience of WIL was greatly valued into later studies and subsequently into early employment (Murakami, Murray, 

Sims, & Chedzey, 2009). 

Students in the 2015/2016 cohort reported a generally positive experience and showed a marked response in post 

WIL goals as discussed in their last assessment, with many seeing the importance of volunteerism or work specific 

learning to supplement their studies. Further to this, students from the 2015/2016 cohort reported back to the 

teaching team, well after the WIL, that they had attained roles as a direct result of the experience, and in two 

instances within their WIL. In some cases, students also harnessed their supervisors as referees or professional 
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mentors in their future studies, impacting on their employability. Table 4 presents data from the post unit student 

feedback related to the work integrated learning. 

Table 4: Student feedback 

Student feedback directly related to work 

placement. 

What was the best aspect of this Unit? 

2015/2016 student cohort 

Response N=62 

Helped in making decisions for my future career. 

The best part of this unit was the work experience. 

The best aspects was being able to be out in the work placement 

Getting to know more about the careers that the course could take 
in. Had the opportunity for the work placement. 

The best aspects of this unit was doing work placement I found it 
very interesting I also enjoyed learning about therapeutic 
recreation. 

The work placement was an amazing experience and I learned so 
much valuable knowledge and overall this has been my favourite 
unit of the year 

The best aspects of the unit was the work placement. This allowed 
me as a student to experience being a health professional 
understanding the basic skills needed in the profession. 

Many discussions between teacher and students took place, 
making it interesting and enjoying. The content and explanation by 
the teacher has helped to understand the importance of 
volunteering, internship or workplace practice for future workplace 
initiatives. 

The best aspect of this unit was work placement which I enjoyed 
immensely as it allowed me to increase my skills base in areas 
which cannot be taught in the class room. 

The best aspects of this unit was the huge relevance that the unit 
had to further studies and education, as well as assisting in finding 
information on future careers. 

Being able to have practical experience in the health field. This is 
important when studying so the individual gets an understanding 
of what they want to do. 
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It is proposed that a first-year placement has multiple benefits for students in their first year, the student learning 

experience and the workplace. Practitioners and organisations can also benefit from having students. This can be 

achieved by the development of appropriate resources through mentoring students. With limited time, practitioners 

often find it difficult to develop resources and research to contribute towards best practice (Stumbo, Wolfe & Pegg, 

2017).  

Project-based work can be developed prior to a student coming to the organisation, and a brief on the project in 

terms of rationale and aims can be developed in conjunction with the educational institution. Through better 

communication and working in partnerships on an ongoing basis with universities and students, practitioners may be 

assisted in the development of these projects and students can work on authentic, practical resources developing the 

skills required as a practitioner and utilising their research skills developed at university whilst sharing knowledge. 

Working in partnership with the universities and identifying a particular project to be developed, can also harness the 

skill-set an individual student may have and working together for further innovative projects (Schmidt, 2013) is of 

benefit to both organisation and student. 

Idealistically, organisations embracing WIL benefit from the experience, namely through recognition of the mutual 

benefit for both the organisation and the student achieving positive outcomes; for students, it improves directedness 

of career trajectory and understanding the nature of interdisciplinary work, assisting in the development of their own 

professional identity; for supervisors, an opportunity to mentor and consolidate their own understanding and 

knowledge, whilst also being recognised as a professional development activity; and for organisations, an opportunity 

to develop additional resources and to also scope students that may be appropriate for future volunteering or 

employment opportunities within the organisation (Craig, 2017).  

Overall WIL in a first-year therapeutic recreation degree can be seen as innovative as highlighted in this case study, 

demonstrating the benefits for WIL for the leisure sciences in a first year program. More research is required in this 

area, to ensure balance between knowledge delivered in higher education institutions and the application of clinical 

skills in practice.  Developing innovative teaching pedagogy that enhances and develops skills is pinnacle for longevity 

in leisure and recreation higher education.       
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Discussion Questions 
1. Can the development of a first year WIL experience increase student retention and understanding within a 

leisure/recreation degree? 

2. What skills does a student possess prior to any work integrated learning and can this impact on their ability to 

undertake the placement? 

3. How can supervisors across leisure professions be inspired to mentor students both in first year and 

throughout the undergraduate degree? 

4. What level of participation should a first-year student engage in? 

5. What further research is required in this area for better collaboration and communication between the 

educational institutions, WIL organisations and the student body? 
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