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The COVID-19 pandemic required a quick adaptation in the way work-integrated learning programs are offered.  

While not suitable for all types or disciplines of WIL, this disruption has led to many WIL experiences occurring 

remotely, that is, students working for organizations from home. Students’ perceptions of their WIL experiences have 

previously been examined, but there is little literature investigating students’ perceptions of remote WIL, and how host 

organizations can best support their learning in a remote working context. Organizational research conducted on 

remote employees over the past two decades has identified important considerations, such as flexibility, productivity, 

engagement, and commitment.  In the present study, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 50 co-operative 

education students and a grounded theory approach was taken to analyze the transcripts.  Findings reveal the 

importance students associate with socialization, productivity, and meaningful work in the remote context.  Study 

limitations and directions for future research are also discussed. 
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Understanding the dynamics of working from home (referred to as remote working) as the context for 

work-integrated learning experiences is more important than ever.  As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

thousands of WIL students who were engaged with organizations around the globe transitioned to 

working from home, with little to no time to prepare.  While the circumstances and effects of remote 

working have been studied for regular employees, little is known about how remote working impacts the 

WIL experiences for students.  For example, some full-time workers appreciate remote working for the 

flexibility it offers enabling them to balance work and home life (Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; Golden et 

al., 2006).  However, other studies report employees experiencing loss of communication resulting in 

feelings of isolation (Bartel et al., 2012; Charalampous et al., 2019).  Strong communication and trust with 

one’s supervisor seemed to increase satisfaction and productivity in remote work arrangements (Baker et 

al., 2006; Staples, 2001).  However, it stands to be determined how these factors affect WIL students who 

do not have a lot of previous work experience and are part of the organization on a temporary basis.  It is 

important to investigate the impact of remote working, both in the current context of COVID-19 to provide 

support and guidance to students and employers, but also for the longer term, as there are indications that 

remote working may continue for a larger number of workers and organizations (Policy Horizons Canada, 

2019).  This study aimed to explore the WIL student experience with remote working.  Particular attention 

was paid to students’ overall perceptions of their transition to remote working, the skills they reported as 
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particularly important for success in remote working, the challenges they faced, and recommendations 

they had for future remote WIL experiences.   

LITERATURE  

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic forced many WIL students to transition to a remote work term - a 

successful method in maintaining company productivity in previous disasters (e.g.,  earthquakes - 

Donnelly & Proctor-Thomson, 2015, and the 9/11 attack – Mello et al., 2011).  More broadly than WIL, the 

mandate to work remotely was perceived positively by employees (Dubey & Tripathi, 2020), but it is 

possible that the blurred family-work boundaries have had negative effects, such as decreased productivity 

and increased work-family conflict (Cho, 2020).  Additionally, research on COVID-19 has suggested that 

living through this pandemic has negatively affected individuals’ mental health and wellbeing, especially 

amongst women and students (Wang et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2020).  With a large number of students’ WIL 

experiences being impacted by the pandemic, there is a need to investigate how those students forced to 

work from home have perceived the experience.  This review aims to explore the benefits and drawbacks 

of remote working and its application to the WIL context to better understand the particular factors that 

need to be considered in the remote working context for WIL students.   

Remote working arrangements are typically used as an employee incentive (Bailey & Kurland, 2002). 

Interviews have suggested participants with the option to work offsite preferred to do so, especially if they 

excelled at working independently, and had the technology required to maximize productivity (Khalifa & 

Davidson, 2000).  Additionally, numerous factors have aided employees’ transition to remote working, 

such as clarity of evaluation and feedback, ability to work independently, co-worker and supervisor trust, 

and organizational connectedness (Raghuram et al., 2001).  Telecommuting is one example of these 

arrangements, defined broadly as “… a work practice that involves members of an organization 

substituting a portion of their typical work hours (ranging from a few hours per week to nearly full-time) 

to work away from a central workplace—typically principally from home—using technology to interact 

with others as needed to conduct work tasks.”(Allen et al., 2015, p. 44).  This definition encompasses many 

types and definitions of flexible work arrangements and was used in the present review to allow for a 

complete picture of the existing literature  

Many benefits have been associated with remote work, including flexibility (Gajendran et al., 2015; Jansen-

Perry et al., 2018), autonomy (Allen et al., 2015; Charalampous et al., 2019; Naotunna & Zhou, 2018), 

productivity (Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; Gajendran et al., 2015; Khalifa & Davidson, 2000; Mann & 

Holdsworth, 2003), job satisfaction (Charalampous et al, 2019; Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; Mulki et al, 

2008), and decreased stress (Allen et al., 2015; Gajendran & Harrison, 2007).  Flexibility was one of the most 

cited advantages of remote working, and it is thought to help manage family demands, increase work-life 

balance, and increase employee performance and productivity. 

Despite the benefits associated with remote working, several drawbacks have been identified.  These have 

included: loss of communication, decreased support, the need to always be “on,” and added stress due to 

disrupted work-life balance (Allan et al., 2015; Bartel et al., 2012; Charalampous et al., 2019; Mann & 

Holdsworth, 2003).  The most frequently reported drawback is the loss of social and professional 

communication, which has resulted in feelings of isolation and loneliness.  Impaired communication may 

also affect the clarity of tasks and expectations (Bailey & Kurland, 2002; Jansen-Perry et al., 2018), decrease 
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performance and productivity (Golden et al., 2008; Allen et al., 2015), and reduce job satisfaction (Cooper 

& Kurland, 2002; Dahlstrom, 2013).   

Individuals’ perceptions of remote working are influenced by many factors (see Charalampous et al., 2019 

for a review), one of which is employee-supervisor relationships.  Supervisor support has been suggested 

to increase self-efficacy, raising employee likelihood to telecommute (Khalifa & Davidson, 2000).  

Additionally, trust between supervisor and employee inflates productivity and job satisfaction while 

decreasing work-related stress (Baker et al., 2006; Dahlstrom, 2013; Staples, 2001).  A reciprocal relationship 

with trust and communication frequency in remote employees has also been seen (Staples, 2001), 

suggesting regular communication is essential for building trust.  Research on telecommuting intensity also 

found that the more one works remotely the stronger their relationship with their superiors, but the weaker 

their relationship with co-workers (Allan et al., 2015; Golden et al., 2006).  These findings propose that the 

quality of one’s remote working experiences may be dependent on communication and support from their 

supervisor. 

Kay et al. (2019) created a framework for flexible and future-oriented WIL programs, and virtual WIL was 

identified as part of the framework.  E-internships, a type of virtual WIL where students and teams are 

connected virtually while working remotely (Jeske & Axtell, 2013), have been implemented and evaluated 

in two research studies (Jeske & Axtell, 2018; Jeske & Linehan, 2020).  Findings suggest these students 

develop skills to the same extent as in-person internships (Bayerlain & Jeske, 2018; Jeske & Linehan, 2020), 

and feel strong support from their remote mentors and supervisors (Jeske & Linehan, 2020).  Supervisor 

support is key for virtual WIL to be successful, as it decreases feelings of isolation and ambiguity (Bentley 

et al., 2016; Charalampous et al., 2019; Jeske & Axtell 2018), and is an important aspect of work-term quality 

(Drewery et al., 2016; Drewery et al., 2015; Nevison et al., 2017).  This hints at the idea that if students feel 

supported by their employers, remote work terms may prove to be just as effective and high quality as 

traditional methods.   

There are some limitations to the e-internship research already presented.  Jeske and Linehan (2020) used 

a quantitative survey with restricted response options, and Jeske and Axtell (2018) had a small sample size 

of interviews.  Additionally, the questions in both studies focused on details about their organizations, 

work outcomes, and skill development.  Therefore, there is a gap in the WIL literature surrounding 

students’ thoughts and feelings regarding remote working and desired supports (Jeske & Linehan, 2020), 

in addition to research regarding other types of remote WIL, such as co-op. 

Though previous research has outlined the benefits, drawbacks, and moderating factors affecting 

individuals’ perceptions of remote working, it has mostly been conducted with full-time employees 

working remotely by choice as a portion of their work week.  Research has yet to examine the experiences 

of WIL students who made the transition to remote working and their perceptions of those experiences.  

Specifically, there is a need for in-depth qualitative work on students’ general thoughts and feelings 

surrounding remote working to understand the factors affecting the quality of a remote WIL experience.  

As such, this research aims to explore students’ perceptions of remote working and their perceptions of 

how to improve future remote work terms. 
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METHODS 

Recruitment and data collection for this research occurred from April to June, 2020.  The data presented in 

this study was part of a larger research study, which involved a quantitative survey in addition to 

qualitative semi-structured interviews.  The focus of the current study is on the semi-structured interview 

phase of the research.  Participants in this study were co-operative education students, a type of WIL where 

students alternate between academic and paid work terms over the course of completing their 

undergraduate degrees.  Upon receipt of institutional ethics approval (#42139), undergraduate co-op 

students from all faculties and years of study were recruited from a Canadian university.  Invitations to 

participate in a web survey were sent via email.  To meet the eligibility criteria, students needed to be 

completing a co-op work term during the winter (January-April) term in 2020.  To participate in the second 

phase of the research, survey respondents were asked to provide their contact information if they were 

interested in scheduling a follow up semi-structured interview.  At the time of the interviews, students had 

completed approximately half of their 4-month work term.   

Of interest to the current study, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 50 participants over video 

conferencing software (WebEx), averaging 30 minutes in length.  Interviews were transcribed using a 

closed captioning function made available through the video conferencing software.  Questions were 

developed by determining what areas of understanding the research team sought to deepen (relative to the 

previous survey responses) with further analysis.  Though survey responses indicated that students felt 

their transitions to remote working went remarkably well, the research team wanted to add depth and 

elaboration to what they felt could be improved for future work terms.  As such, interview questions 

centered around students’ experiences after they transitioned to remote working during their Winter 2020 

work term.  The open-ended questions included in the interview guide examined aspects of working from 

home (their residence at the time of the interview), such as: overall experience, skills fostered, associated 

challenges, and future-oriented recommendations.   

This research employed a grounded theory approach, and its goal was to identify key characteristics of a 

specific phenomenon (Charmaz, 2006, 2008; Charmaz & Mitchell, 1996).  In the context of the current 

research, it was to identify how the transition to remote working during the COVID-19 pandemic was 

perceived by co-op students.  Line-by-line (open) coding was implemented to analyze the data (Glaser et 

al., 1968).  This generated a large list of thoughts and reflections of students’ experiences.  Axial coding was 

then undertaken to uncover overarching themes associated with the subthemes identified by open coding 

(Charmaz, 2014).  The core themes identified by the coding processes employed in this study are discussed 

in the next section.  Two researchers from the research team coded the data independently, and once the 

research team felt interview coding had reached saturation (no new themes emerged), they concluded the 

analysis.   

RESULTS 

There were three core themes identified through the analysis described in the previous section: 

socialization, productivity, and meaningful work.  These core themes arose from the originally coded, and 

more specific subthemes, which were: the benefits and challenges of remote working, what skills students 

required to work remotely, and students’ recommendations for future remote working terms.  The results 
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below are presented according to subtheme, and the findings will be linked to the three core themes 

(socialization, productivity, and meaningful work) within the Discussion section.   

Benefits Associated with Remote Working  

Though the initial transition to work from home may have been abrupt for some students, many reported 

a smooth transition to remote working.  The ease of most students’ transitions seemed to be motivated by 

three factors: portability and similarity of their responsibilities in office versus at home, their own initiative, 

and the support provided by their employers during their time of transition.  Speaking to supervisor 

support, one student (P35) felt their supervisor was extremely responsive to their requests in order to ease 

students’ transitions.  In turn, the student stated that this helped them to feel “less pressure” as they 

transitioned to working from home.   

P35: I didn't feel like I lost any learning or communication opportunity...  My supervisor was 

exceptionally responsive through email...  My supervisor was very understanding of the fact that the 

transition was difficult.  I understood that the first couple of weeks were going to be a little bit less 

productive. 

Other respondents mentioned their desire to retain informal elements of communication.  In attempts to 

address this, two students (P44, P46) mentioned that their teams continued to prioritize informal socials 

(e.g., happy hour, birthday socials, scavenger hunts).  As stated by P46, these weekly informal socials 

allowed the team to “take a break and connect,” and they identified the importance of doing so, since 

“getting that little socialization in makes your week a little bit brighter.  One respondent’s (P45) employer 

also created informal weekly events to boost morale and engagement between team members.   

P45: They actually gave me a digital cellphone to help with any calls and teleconferencing meetings...  

We have weekly check in morale-type meetings to make sure that we're still feeling good about our 

co-op term...  They also host almost weekly kind of fun events.  So, whether that's a cooking class, or 

trivia, or just excitement to keep our staff still engaged with each other. 

Another commonly discussed benefit was the newfound flexibility in students’ work schedules.  Many 

students were able to adjust their working hours, choose what tasks to work on (and when) as they see fit, 

and accumulate flex time (time off based on the accumulation of overtime).  Students speculated that 

employers supported student flexibility due to an understanding of the communal effect (challenges 

impacting both the employer and student) presented by the pandemic.  An unexpected transition to remote 

working presents certain challenges and potential distractions, and students perceived their employers as 

sympathetic towards that.  As a result, one respondent (P29) mentioned their interest in continuing to work 

from home, if possible. 

Respondents also noted two main perks associated with remote working relative to an in-person setting.  

Some respondents spoke to the comfortability of remote working, and one respondent (P35) mentioned 

they did not feel “at home” in an office setting.  The ability to work remotely allowed students to relax their 

dress code, and it provided a more comfortable and familiar work environment for some.  Secondly, many 

respondents indicated the time and costs saved by removing their commute to work each day.  Of those 
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who spoke about their commute times, most students averaged about one hour per day (30 minutes each 

way).  However, the amount of time saved for a few respondents, like P10, was more drastic.    

P10: The one thing which I liked about working remotely was the fact that I did not have to commute, 

because I live on the very far end of [city]...  My commute normally takes around one hour to one 

hour and fifteen minutes. 

Though less often mentioned than the previous factors, some students identified additional benefits of 

remote working.  These included things like an increased sense of independence by managing their day-

to-day tasks without the same extent of supervision as they were accustomed to in the office.  Others also 

spoke about the ability to develop and improve their skills (e.g., organization, communication, initiative) 

within a new remote setting. 

Challenges of the Transition 

Despite successes, the abrupt transition to remote working posed new challenges for many students.  Most 

students felt that their formal communication (e.g., team meetings, 1:1’s) with their supervisor and their 

team remained fairly consistent after the transition to remote working.  Despite this consistency, one 

respondent (P26) mentioned that “nothing’s better than having that person in front of you, and being able 

to coordinate, communicate...  and network in the office.” Others like P36 indicated that they missed the 

personal atmosphere of an in-office setting and felt lonely after the transition.   

Another common challenge associated with remote working was students’ motivation during this time.  

Students identified a lack of collaborative opportunities (relative to in-office), and the lack of physical 

supervision with remote working.  One student (P11) mentioned that the nature of their work and its 

atmosphere differed drastically in office versus remotely.   

P11: Motivation probably decreased just because our design team functions very collaboratively.  So, 

whenever we want to take a look at something we would post on a bulletin board and everyone 

gathers around it to discuss out in the open...  When other people in the company walk by, they'd be 

like “well, that's cool.  I wanna join in.  I want to take a peek,” which is really motivating as a designer, 

because we want the discipline of designing to be more influential...When working remotely...  it 

almost felt like we weren't being seen as much.    

Similarly, a number of students felt that the switch to remote working impacted their productivity.  As the 

remote set up proved difficult for some students (e.g., login and VPN difficulties, internet connectivity 

issues), they sought their employer’s help in the process.  Some students had a streamlined set-up process, 

but sought additional resources (e.g., dual monitor) to increase their productivity relative to their in-office 

set up.  Others, like P32, felt that their productivity was impacted by the responsiveness of their supervisor.  

As this student no longer received an immediate response, as they did when visiting their supervisor’s 

office, they felt it halted their progress until they received further instruction.  Another student (P21) 

mentioned that they were anxious about how their performance would be evaluated in the remote (and 

less supervised) environment.  As such, one respondent suggested that students need to remember “not to 

be too hard on themselves about not being productive,” during uncertain times.  Another (P6) mentioned 
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that “people should just understand that no one really prepared for this.  I think you just have to be 

adaptable to any situation thrown at you.”  

Students identified the importance they placed on being assigned meaningful work in a remote setting.  

Some students spoke to their employers having difficulty assigning them tasks, at least initially, when they 

transitioned to remote working.  Students felt that supervisors may not have a full understanding of their 

capabilities, may have been preoccupied with their own transitions, or may not have had tasks for them to 

do if their work was no longer dependent (at least initially) on an in-person setting.  As a result, some 

students were assigned more menial tasks (e.g., data entry), which contributed to them having a less 

meaningful co-op work term than they otherwise may have.   

Finally, the transition to remote working introduced new challenges relating to work environment and 

technical difficulties.  The blurring of work and home space contributed to students like P14 working 

significant overtime, as they had difficulty determining when to end the workday.  One student (P29) 

experienced a particularly difficult transition in their new workspace given their shift in geographical 

location and the type of instruments required.   

P29: I think the setup was stressful because it was hard to move all of the lab equipment, particularly 

because I was moving cities and I had to set up everything in my residence.  Any assistance was 

tricky because I couldn't just be like, “Hey, this looks wrong.  Why is this not working right?” 

Less commonly identified challenges associated with the transition to remote working centered around 

students’ difficulty adapting to a remote working environment and work schedule, and the effect that 

remote working may have on their future trajectories.  Students largely cited their ability to adapt, take 

initiative, and be mindful of their future career trajectories when speaking to these considerations.   

Relevant Skills in Adapting to a Remote Setting  

Students articulated several relevant skills required to adapt to remote work during COVID-19.  To 

counteract the lack of in-person communication with their team, many students mentioned that they 

prioritized their communication skills in both formal and informal settings.  Students expressed interest in 

a continued effort to build their professional networks.  One student (P13) provided the advice to “utilize 

your network and leverage the expertise and experience of other employees at the firm.” Another student 

(P8) mentioned that students can build and engage their networks in a remote setting by “exchanging 

emails and talking on LinkedIn… All these minor steps to build a portfolio.”  

Many respondents spoke about the importance of their ability to adapt and remain flexible as they 

transitioned to remote working.  Often this impacted students’ ability to schedule and plan their workday 

and deliverables.  One student (P16) mentioned the need to “let go of the reigns,” as circumstances changed 

daily.  To do so, they planned shorter-term daily deliverables, rather than weekly or monthly as they did 

before the pandemic.  For other students, this meant that the tasks or projects they prioritized shifted.  One 

student (P7) mentioned that their role initially consisted primarily of data entry.  However, when they 

transitioned to remote working, the emphasis shifted to a more current pandemic-oriented priority. 

Student P7 commented: “I think because it was unexpected, it was really important to be able to adapt 
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really quickly…So, it was kind of adapting to changes that were happening and being able to accommodate 

changing roles or changing priorities.” 

In attempts to combat concerns for decreased productivity, some students spoke of the emphasis they 

placed on organization and time management.  Some students, like P5, spoke to habits such as: setting 

alarms to keep a consistent work schedule, creating “to do” lists of their tasks and deliverables, and 

implementing set times for breaks and the end of the workday.  Students like P48 associated the importance 

of stronger organization skills with the increased difficulty supervisors may have monitoring students’ 

productivity and understanding of tasks from a remote setting.   

Some students mentioned the need to work independently and take initiative to find answers to their 

questions before contacting their supervisors.  They felt that this positively impacted their productivity and 

allowed them to work more efficiently in the process.  However, students like P4 mentioned that if their 

attempts were unsuccessful, they “knew where to ask for help when [they] needed it.” 

Another student (P39) emphasized the importance of taking initiative and they articulated how this aided 

their productivity during the first day of their transition to remote working.  They specified that they had 

not received a set list of deliverables or tasks to work on, since their supervisor was preoccupied navigating 

the change in their own schedule.  To overcome this, the student took the initiative to determine what 

elements of the projects they were working on were missing, and they began to work on those until 

receiving additional instruction. 

DISCUSSION 

When examining the findings, three core themes of importance emerged with respect to WIL students and 

their experience with remote working: socialization, productivity, and meaningful work.  These 

foundational components for remote WIL were based on students’ perceptions of their remote experiences 

during COVID-19: what went well, what was challenging, and what skills were most important in this 

transition.  Note, however, these are not distinct components.  That is, in students’ accounts of their remote 

WIL experiences, there were connections between their descriptions of the importance of socialization, 

productivity, and meaningful work, as per Figure 1 and described below.   
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FIGURE 1: Foundational components for remote work-integrated learning 

Socialization 

Socialization within an organization includes both formal and informal processes through which a 

newcomer develops the attitudes, behaviours, and knowledge to be successful within the organization 

(Van Maanen & Schein, 1979).  It represents the activities that the organization and the newcomer engage 

in to help the newcomer become part of the organization and understand their role within it.  Of the aspects 

of students’ transitions that were described as critical for their success in remote working, many related to 

both formal and informal modes of socialization.  Students explained that maintaining regular channels of 

communication was important to provide a continued sense of connection and belonging with their team.  

Their one-on-one and team meetings provided opportunities for formal communication, helping students 

understand the norms of their department/team and their supervisor’s expectations, emphasized as 

important in previous research on remote work (Poulsen & Ipsen, 2017).  Informal connections with teams 

enabled students to get a sense of organizational fit and alignment with their career goals and to minimize 

feelings of isolation, a challenge reported in research on teleworking (Allen et al., 2015; Charalampous et 

al., 2019).  Not only does the socialization process aid in the student settling into their role and determining 

organizational fit, but it also provides the opportunity to learn from colleagues, a key component of WIL 

experiences (Drewery et al., 2015; Jeske & Linehan, 2020; Sattler & Peters, 2013).  In the typical in-person 

workplace environment, a student would gain information to understand workplace norms and assess fit 

by observing and interacting with colleagues both formally and informally.  There may be fewer 

opportunities for observation and interaction in the remote work setting which may present new challenges 

for the socialization process of WIL students and may require innovative strategies to support students in 

developing role clarity, in understanding workplace cultures and, in building professional networks while 

working remotely.    

Productivity 

The core theme of Productivity emerged from the subthemes largely through students’ accounts of what 

skills they needed to keep themselves productive in an unsupervised, work from home setting.  In order to 

be productive, they described the need to be flexible and adaptable.  They needed to be effective at working 

Socialization

Meaningful 
Work

Productivity
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independently and they needed a great deal of self-direction in planning their day and setting a schedule 

for completing work.  These are all skills that are reported in the WIL literature as outcomes for 

participating in WIL (Jackson, 2013; Lim et al., 2020; Sattler & Peters, 2013) but according to students, the 

remote work setting places an even higher level of importance on these skills consistent with research on 

telework arrangements (Bayerlein & Jeske, 2018; Jansen-Perry et al., 2018; Khalifa & Davidson, 2000).   

Meaningful Work 

The importance of meaningful work as part of a quality WIL experience is well documented (Haddara & 

Skanes, 2007; Jones, 2007; Nevison et al., 2017; Smith, 2012; Smith & Worsfold, 2015) and so it is not 

surprising that meaningful work surfaced as a core theme related to students’ experiences with remote 

WIL.  In this research, students spoke about the desire to have meaningful work, particularly when some 

noted that in the switch to remote working, they were given menial tasks.  Since trust between employer 

and employee was connected to an employee’s satisfaction with telecommuting (Baker at al., 2006; Staples, 

2001), it may be that trust needs to be established between the employer and WIL student prior to 

meaningful work being assigned.  Ways to establish trust between the remote WIL student and their 

organization may be an area for further investigation.  One technique reported by employers when asked 

about strategies for assigning tasks, was to assign an initial task at the beginning of the WIL experience, 

and use that task to monitor and assess students’ capabilities which then paved the way to assign tasks that 

were more challenging and meaningful (Pretti, 2019).  Providing meaningful work for the student to 

complete is not just important for student outcomes and achieving quality in remote WIL, but also as a way 

of building a student’s commitment to the organization (Drewery et al., 2019) and contributing to an 

employers’ talent pipeline.    

Socialization and Productivity 

In addition to the descriptions of the core themes provided in this section, there were a number of 

subthemes from this research that are best represented in the intersection between the core themes, as 

depicted in Figure 1.  There were a number of subthemes that relate to the intersection of Socialization and 

Productivity.  Students reported the value of employers communicating their expectations for work hours 

and describing the work that needed to be done which is consistent with findings that role clarity increases 

the quality of a work term (Drewery et al., 2016).  Research on remote working suggests that lack of in-

person communication may decrease role and expectation clarity (Bailey & Kurland, 2002).  Some of the 

students reported challenges specifically with remote working when they were awaiting a response to a 

question they had.  Poulsen and Ipsen (2017) found that regular communication and giving remote 

employees autonomy over their work mitigated such issues.  In considering the tasks or projects assigned 

to students, identifying side projects (e.g., independent work) for students awaiting a response from their 

supervisor/co-worker would mitigate the communication lag time and ensure remote productivity.   

Socialization and Meaningful Work 

The intersection of Socialization and Meaningful Work highlights the importance, particularly in the remote 

working environment, that as part of the socialization process, ensuring the student understands the 

importance of the work assigned to the WIL student with respect to the goals of the team and/or 

organization.  When working in-person, students may be more likely gain an appreciation for the ways in 
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which the work they have been given is connected to the work of the team/organization, helping them 

appreciate the meaningfulness of their work.  The remote working environment may limit the extent to 

which students understand those connections and see the value of their work, and as such, it will be 

important for organizations to explicitly communicate that.  The other connection that arose in the research 

between socialization and meaningful work relates to students taking initiative.  One aspect of socialization 

is proactive socialization, that is, the ways in which the newcomer actively engages in their socialization 

process (Saks & Ashforth, 1996).  Employers often comment on the value students bring to their 

organization in terms of fresh ideas and innovation (Sattler, 2011) and so while it may be more challenging 

in a remote work setting, it will be important for students to identify and communicate the meaningful 

ways that they feel they can contribute.   

Productivity and Meaningful Work 

In the results from this research, the connection between productivity and meaningful work was largely 

based on student motivation.  That is, the value that students derive from doing work they perceive as 

being meaningful was a strong motivator for being productive.  This is consistent with research on students 

who report higher levels of motivation and engagement when class assignments align with their interests 

(Kahu, Nelson, & Picton, 2017).  As well, research shows that productivity is higher for creative rather than 

mundane tasks in remote settings (Dutcher, 2012).   

Socialization, Productivity, and Meaningful Work  

Based on WIL students’ accounts of their experiences with remote working, the combination of the three 

core themes of socialization, productivity, and meaningful work are the necessary ingredients from the 

students’ perspectives for remote WIL.  With attention to those areas, students will acquire professional, 

personal and academic outcomes expected of WIL programs (Cooper et al., 2010) as well as making 

important contributions and impact to organizations.   

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH  

Though this study made a novel contribution to the timely literature on the COVID-19 pandemic, and the 

impact it has had on postsecondary WIL students, it is not without its limitations.  First, though 

respondents were enrolled in various academic disciplines, were in different years of study, and worked 

in a variety of industries, they were all enrolled within one type of work-integrated learning at one 

Canadian university.  Therefore, it stands to be determined whether these findings would be generalizable 

for students at other educational institutions.  Second, given the timeframe of data collection, the results 

are preliminary and exploratory in nature.  As remote working continues it will be important to shift 

thinking towards longer term outcomes of WIL for students and employers.  Lastly, this research represents 

only the perspectives of students.  In WIL research it is important to consider the perspectives of all three 

key stakeholder groups: the students, the host organizations and the academic institutions.   

This study raises a few areas of consideration for future research.  First, though this research provided 

perspective on students’ remote working term experience, it examined the experiences of students who 

started their term in person within an organization and transitioned to remote working approximately 

halfway through a four-month experience.  Research has yet to explore what their experiences working 
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remotely would be if the introduction to the organization and their co-workers occurs online.  Second, this 

research provided perspective on the value students place on meaningful work, even in a remote setting.  

However, existing research has not yet examined what constitutes meaningful work in this setting (e.g., 

impact of work, connection to colleagues), and how to achieve these outcomes remotely.  Another area for 

exploration is how different WIL models, and their participants are affected by remote working.  It is 

possible that variation in the goals for a particular model of WIL along with structural differences (e.g.,  

paid/not-paid, full-time/part-time) will lead to differences in the remote WIL experience for students.  

Lastly, it will be important to explore the perspectives of host organizations and academic institutions and 

understand their adaptation to remote WIL experiences.  With these insights, WIL programs will continue 

to evolve to help students meet the demands of an increasingly complex and dynamic workforce. 
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