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While the fields of work-integrated learning (WIL) and career development share common goals, WIL literature
tends to focus on student employability more than students’ ability to manage their careers. The Leading Edge
program at a Canadian institution, the University of Victoria, brings together these two disciplines as it draws from
theory and methodology in WIL and career development to strengthen student experiential learning and prepare
students for meaningful careers. Four reflective questions form the core of the program, and support students to
become pro-active experiential learners, embrace diversity and become career-ready during their academic
journey. The authors present the theoretical underpinnings in career development, WIL and experiential learning
that inform the program development, and analyse its strengths and challenges. The paper concludes with an
exploration of how the Leading Edge, an online program, can support learners to navigate the challenges of the
current labour market conditions created by COVID-19.
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While Canadian institutions adapt to the world of remote delivery of education necessitated by the
impact of COVID-19, their commitment to career development, work-integrated learning (WIL) and
experiential education has remained strong. Professional associations such as Co-operative Education
and Work-Integrated Learning Canada (CEWIL Canada), Canadian Education and Research Institute
for Counselling (CERIC) and Canadian Career Development Foundation (CCDF, have responded to
the global pandemic by working collaboratively with employers, governments and students, to enable
continued engagement of all stakeholders in WIL, with the goal of minimizing the impact of students’
ability to participate in quality co-operative education and WIL programming. The Canadian
government has responded by making funding available to students, employers have adapted by
providing remote co-operative education and WIL opportunities for students, and institutions have
introduced flexibilities with their program requirements, with the support of CEWIL, that do not
compromise on the quality of WIL experiences nor their status as CEWIL accredited programs (CEWIL
Canada, 2020).

Regardless of the mode of delivery, the goals of WIL programs, per CEWIL Canada’s mission, remains
intact: to “develop future-ready students and graduates through quality WIL” (CEWIL Canada, n.d.)
Employability continues to be an important outcome that WIL programs aim for, in order to meet the
needs of the labour market, and educational institutions continue to help students develop skills and
attributes employers are seeking in graduates. A University of Waterloo study (2019) found that
interpersonal skills, technical skills, organizational fit, learning potential, interest in the job/role, and
self-direction are high on employers’ list of expectations of new hires (University of Waterloo, 2019).
The National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE, 2015) found that employers actively
sought competencies such as a strong work ethic, critical thinking, problem-solving, communication
skills, collaboration, technological aptitude, and leadership, when hiring recent graduates.
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The questions what will the future look like? and what does future-ready mean for the post-COVID
world? warrant consideration. Pre-COVID, the Royal Bank of Canada’s (RBC) Humans Wanted report
(2018), highlighted that more than 25% of Canadian jobs would be impacted by technology, and that
2.4 million new jobs, requiring new skill sets, will be added to the Canadian economy. Their research
showed an increasing demand for foundational skills such as digital literacy, judgement and decision
making, the ability to manage people and resources, and global competencies like cultural awareness,
language and adaptability. It suggests that in order to thrive in this skills economy, employers should
recruit with a view to hire graduates from a lens of foundational skills that employees have to offer,
rather than credentials for specific jobs. This will enable employee mobility between jobs in
occupational clusters (solvers, providers, facilitators, technicians, crafters, and doers), based on
foundational skills required for these clusters, enabling organizations and employees to meet the
demands of the skills economy (RBC, 2018). Career development literature acknowledges the need for
employee mobility and also the need to support students to navigate the work world and build
meaningful and rewarding careers. Pryor and Bright (2011) use chaos theory to examine career
development and acknowledge that students are constructing their own career path in a complex and
changing environment. Krumboltz (2009) states the “lack of ultimate control or predictability opens
up the opportunity for individuals to become active participants in the creation of their futures rather
than pawns in a rigidly deterministic system of cause and effect” (p. 164).

The foundational skills that the RBC report proposes, align well with the core skills that WIL programs
equip students with, and with the clusters that RBC has proposed to meet the demands of the skills
economy. The question “What if all post-secondary institutions agreed to a national goal of exposing
100 percent of undergraduate students to meaningful work-integrated learning placements?” (p. 4), in
the report is a testament to the confidence that exists for WIL programs to help meet the needs of the
skills economy. Post-COVID, RBC’s thought leadership report titled, After the Crisis (RBC, 2020) also
cites internships and other forms of WIL as possible solutions for the post COVID world, with digital
forms of WIL as a prominent feature of how COVID has impacted the world of WIL and the world of
education in general (RBC, 2020).

The WIL literature cited above focusses on the needs of employers who also expect their employees to
manage their own career development and prepare themselves to contribute to their organizations’
constantly changing needs. However, it is career development literature, as cited in this paper, that
supports students to understand how to manage their careers successfully and balance their
professional success with their overall life goals. This paper presents an experiential learning program
at UVic that integrates WIL and career development theories to facilitate student success during and
beyond their academic career.

EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING AT THE UNIVERSITY OF VICTORIA

Like most post-secondary institutions around the world, Canadian post-secondary institutions have
pivoted to innovative forms of career development and WIL programming to address the challenges
that COVID-19 has posed. The importance of WIL and experiential learning has long been recognized
at the University of Victoria (UVic), where co-operative education has an almost five decade history,
with 50% of the eligible student population participating in the program (UVic Co-op & Career, 2020).
This continues to be the primary form of WIL that students engage in, with others participating in
internships, practica and other forms of WIL. In keeping with its strategic priorities (University of
Victoria, 2020) and coincidentally, RBC’s aspiration of all undergraduate students having exposure to
WIL, UVic is moving toward offering 100% access to experiential learning for all students.
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It is clear that in addition to developing the skills necessary for the skills economy of the 21t century,
students must be adaptable, flexible and develop a strong sense of self in relation to the world (Savickas,
2012). In 2017, UVic’s Co-operative Education Program and Career Services (UVic Co-op & Career)
designed the Leading Edge program to complement existing programs and support this level of career
readiness in students. A powerful reflective tool, the Leading Edge supports learners to engage
virtually in reflecting on their WIL and other experiential learning.

UVIC LEADING EDGE: A TOOL FOR REFLECTION

The Framework

The UVic Leading Edge supports students to build career development self efficacy, become agents of
their own experiential learning (Hodges et al., 2014) and thrive personally and professionally in the
twenty first century (Soffel, 2016). Four philosophical questions form the core of the Leading Edge
Framework:

e  What do you love?

e What are you great at?

e  What does the world need?
e What can you be paid for?

These questions first appear in use as a career exploration tool (Vileseca, 2013; Zuzunaga, 2011;) and
then, to represent the life philosophy, Ikigai (Garcia & Miralles, 2016; Winn, 2014). At UVic, these
universal philosophical questions have been re-interpreted to create an innovative curricular approach
to experiential learning and career development. Barnett (2012) suggests the way forward in preparing
our students for the unknown future lies in ensuring that learning is understood in terms of human
qualities and dispositions, i.e. human being, rather than in terms of skills and knowledge; that higher
order learning looks to “human being and becoming that offer the wherewithal for standing up to the
world and engaging with it meaningfully and purposefully” (p. 76). The authors submit that the four
leading edge questions attempt to engage students at this level.

Each of the four Leading Edge questions is presented with an associated learning outcome, as outlined
in Figure 1. The learning objective for the question “What do you love?” is that students will know
what motivates them, what they’re passionate about, and how their interests align with possible career
paths. This question engages them to reflect at a deeper level to tap into their passion and intrinsic
motivations to engage them in learning and achieve academic success (Ibrahim & Jaaffar, 2017).
Encouraging students to understand what they are great at aims to help them recognize their strengths
so that they can clearly explain the knowledge and skills that they have gained through their education
and experience. These strengths are developed through participation in career development and WIL
programs as will be explained later. The question “What does the world need ?” addresses the gap that
Barnett identifies exists between one’s self-awareness and “the need to act in the world.” (Barnett, 2012,
p- 76). Inreflecting on this question, students will understand the importance of contributing to society
and through their academic journey, learn how to connect with communities to understand what is
needed so as to find opportunities where they can make a purposeful, vital impact. Finally, by engaging
with the question, “What can you be paid for?” students will understand how to align their skill set
with employment opportunities and how they can engage in a productive work search.

The philosophical underpinnings of the four questions, then, may in fact help students become subjects
in their own career story rather than being actors in that journey. Engaging in reflection on their
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experiences through these questions emphasizes “a sense of purpose that coherently explains the
continuity and change in oneself across time” (Savickas, 2002, p. 152). To this end, these questions are
posed to students as they reflect on curricular and co-curricular experiences during their academic
journey. As they engage in these experiences and reflections, they develop the abilities described in
the learning outcomes for each question, and become career ready.

The circle in the centre represents the cycle of reflective experiential learning and transformational
career development. Opportunities that enable students to develop the skills necessary to succeed and
contribute to a diverse world are offered. The goal is to empower students to become career ready,
while at the same time developing a sense of purpose that will guide them as they navigate their
academic career and beyond; hence the word purpose in the centre of the framework. As they develop
this sense of purpose, students discover their Leading Edge, which offers them “the wherewithal for
standing up to the world and engaging with it meaningfully and purposefully” (Barnett, 2012, p. 76).

FIGURE 1: The Leading Edge Framework.

Note. Copyright 2017 by University of Victoria Co-operative Education Program & Career Services.
https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/career/leadingedge/index.php. Reprinted with permission.

The Leading Edge Curriculum

The goals for the Leading Edge are to encourage all UVic students to take part in hands-on learning,
help students reflect on their UVic experiences to develop a strong purpose and prepare for their lives
and careers. The program objectives are to develop career-ready graduates who embrace diversity and
life-long learning, further distinguish UVic for its focus on dynamic learning, vital impact and
extraordinary environment and increase student awareness of and participation in the services and
resources offered by UVic Co-op and Career. The program was designed to lead students to choose,
participate in and reflect upon a variety of experiences guided by the following themes:

International Journal of Work-Integrated Learning, Special Issue, 2020, 21(5), 643-656 646



ANDREWS, RAMJI: Connecting WIL and career development in virtual environments

Hands-on-Learning: Curricular and Co-Curricular Experiences

Experiential learning is at the core of the Leading Edge program. If students are to graduate with the
ability to navigate the skills economy of the twenty first century successfully they must become strong
experiential learners engaging in ongoing cycles of experience and reflection which enables them to
construct a meaningful future (Kolb, 1984). The curriculum engages students in two types of
experiential learning: curricular and co-curricular.

The University offers over 700 curricular experiential learning options, catalogued using the
Association for Experiential Education’s definition of experiential learning (University of Victoria,
2020) and the criteria shown in Table 1 (Johnston et al., 2016; McRae & Johnston, 2016). These include
international academic exchanges, field schools and multiple forms of WIL opportunities such as
community service learning courses (CSL), co-operative education (co-op) work terms, internships and
practica offered at UVic. In keeping with the requirements of a quality WIL program, each of these are
meaningful experiences that have clearly outlined learning outcomes which align with institutional
learning outcomes. They also include assessment and reflection mechanisms that are key to a quality
WIL program and meaningfully support student learning (McRae et al., n.d).

TABLE 1: Key attributes of experiential learning

Experience Curriculum integration  Student outcomes Reflection
Direct, hands-on Learning outcomes Skills, knowledge and ~ Ongoing and
involvement (competencies) attributes meaningful
Meaningful and Assessment Capacity to contribute

substantial Reconnect experience

Linked to curriculum  to program
Note. Adapted from “The development of a proposed global work-integrated learning framework”, by N. McRae and N.
Johnston, 2016, Asia-Pacific Journal of Cooperative Education, 17(4), p.341. Adapted with permission.

Co-curricular experiences take place outside students’” academic program and help them contribute to
their communities, gain valuable experiences and discover their strengths. At UVic, these include
community leaders, mentors, orientation leaders, recreation leaders, research assistants and student
clubs. These experiences are assessed using UVic Co-op and Career’s core competencies which are
aligned with the University’s learning outcomes.

These courses and programs provide dynamic, hands-on learning. They take place in the classroom,
in the community, in research settings and in the workplace. In addition to the learning outcomes
outlined by each of these programs, students explore the four Leading Edge questions as a further
opportunity to reflect on their learning.

Embrace Diversity

Workplaces all over the world are becoming increasingly diverse. As such, students need to develop a
key capability — that of engaging effectively with diverse others (British Council, 2013). While current
conditions disallow international travel, remote models of experiential learning and WIL also require
this skill as students engage virtually with colleagues and supervisors in workplaces across borders.

In response to this need, and inspired by an earlier research project demonstrating an increase in
cultural intelligence of students participating in an international exchange program (McRae et al., 2016),
UVic Co-op & Career developed it's Intercultural Competency Development Curriculum (ICDC)

International Journal of Work-Integrated Learning, Special Issue, 2020, 21(5), 643-656 647



ANDREWS, RAMJI: Connecting WIL and career development in virtual environments

(McRae & Ramyji, 2017). The ICDC is based on cultural intelligence theory where students develop their
motivational, meta-cognitive, cognitive and behavioural capabilities as they learn to relate and work
effectively with individuals from diverse cultural contexts (Earley & Ang, 2003; McRae & Ramiji, 2011;
McRae & Ramiji, 2017). The ICDC is embedded in the pedagogical programming for the co-operative
education program at UVic, providing students the opportunity to develop their ability to work
effectively in diverse cultural settings. UVic offers many additional opportunities to help students
become stronger global citizens and make positive contributions to the world around them. Samples
include academic courses relating to gender, power and difference, diversity and inclusion workshops,
student advisory council participation, international exchange programs, international work
experiences (co-operative education work terms, internships), Indigenous program experiences such
as the LE,NONET Program for Indigenous students (Hunt et al., 2010), and part-time or summer work
experiences that support and engage with diverse individuals.

Career Readiness

Through reflection on WIL and other forms of experiential learning, the Leading Edge program
develops career-readiness as described in the learning outcomes. The career-readiness theme invites
students to participate in an additional career education experience to support the development of all
four outcomes. For example, a student may have developed strong employability skills through their
WIL experience and reflection but may lack clarity on a career direction and can benefit from career
education. In this way, the Leading Edge bridges that gap that WIL students may experience in terms
of their career management skills.

Career development literature has evolved to respond to the 21t century work world. Constructivist
career theory emphasizes the importance of supporting individuals to develop agency in their career
decisions and transitions (Peavey, 1992; Savickas, 2005). Such an approach supports individuals to
construct, deconstruct and reconstruct their own career and life story through narrating their
experiences to develop their identity as a means to navigating the constant change of the 215t century
work world (Savickas, 2012). A range of UVic programs, courses and experiences help students
develop the skills and confidence to manage their career and personal development. These include
capstone and other career-focused courses, career coaching with a career educator, career curiosity
workshops offered by UVic Counselling Services, career workshops such as résumé, interview and
LinkedIn labs, professional development workshops for on-campus volunteers, career exploration and
work search programs and Introduction to Professional Practice courses that prepare students for WIL
programs.

UVic Co-op and Career developed a set of career-ready competency statements based on the National
Association for Colleges and Employers’ definition of career management (NACE, 2020). These
competencies are presented to participants to help them self-assess their career-readiness and to
identify suitable career-ready experiences. This approach is intended to develop the agency of
individuals as “self-organized authors of their own lives - always within specific historical and cultural
contexts” (Peavey, 1992, p. 220). The Leading Edge encourages students to “take actions to achieve
more satisfying career and personal lives - not to make a single career decision” (Krumboltz, 2009, p.
141).

Reflection in the Leading Edge

Inspired by Dewey’s statement “We do not learn from experience. We learn from reflection on
experience” (Dewey, 1933, p. 78), the Leading Edge program has at its core a guided reflection for each
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of the four experiences. Developers chose Borton’s (1970) framework, “what, so what? now what?” as
cited in Rolfe et.al. (2011), for its simplicity to support reflection, not simply on experience but also in
experience as described by Schon, (1983). They also posed additional cue questions to deepen reflection
as suggested by Rolfe, et.al. (2011). In this way, the Leading Edge program provides an additional layer
of self-reflection and resultant self-clarity (Niles et al., 2010, p. 103).

Once students have completed all four experiences and reflections, the program offers a a final
reflection on the four Leading Edge questions. These reflections provide an opportunity for
participants to make meaning of their unique experiences beyond the planned learning outcomes, or
“intended learning” of their chosen experiential education options (Hodges et al., 2014). According to
Billett (2009),” ultimately, curriculum is something experienced by learners. Its value is in what is
constructed from those experiences” (p. 835). In the Leading Edge, students further reflect on their
experience of the curriculum and express what value they construct from it.

It could be argued that even the selection of the thematic experiences is part of the reflective process.
An array of experiences is presented to students within the framework of the four questions and the
program themes: curricular, co-curricular, diversity and career-readiness. A student may either
encounter the framework before, during or after participating in an experience, at which time they will
then either choose an experience they wish to participate in for each of the themes, or will identify an
experience they have already participated in. Depending on this timing, they may use the four
questions toward reflection in action, or reflection on action (Schon, 1983).

Program Assessment

The Leading Edge is designed as a self-directed program supported, as needed, by a career educator.
Once students have completed all four experiences and reflections plus the final reflection, they
participate in two forms of assessment.

The first is a reflective, summative assessment. Upon completion of the three aspects of Leading Edge
(hands-on learning, embrace diversity and career readiness), students complete a final reflection on the
four questions that constitutes their Leading Edge statement. Students use mind mapping, and an
action plan exercise to analyze and synthesize all they learned about their experience in relation to the
four questions and express it in either a written or spoken short statement of their Leading Edge
learnings. Once completed, students are asked to submit their Leading Edge statements to a career
educator, who reviews the final reflection for evidence of the achievement of the learning outcomes. If
the evidence demonstrates achievement of the learning outcomes, the participant earns a Leading Edge
certificate. If there is a gap in achievement of the learning outcomes, the career educator invites the
student to participate in coaching based in narrative and constructivist career development practice to
support further development in the area identified. This provides an opportunity for the student to
participate in other career-ready opportunities to ensure that they are able to use what they have
learned through their experience and reflection to build a meaningful future and to navigate current
and future career transitions.

The second assessment is a retrospective self assessment, called a post-pre assessment. Heibert and
Magnussen,(2014) introduce this tool as a method of overcoming a limitation of self-assessment:
learners do not know what they do not know. The post-pre assessment seeks to avoid this limitation
by asking learners to assess their progress at the end of the program when they will have a better
understanding of what they did not know at the beginning. In this assessment, students rate their
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learning outcomes using a five-point scale from unfamiliar to confident. This gives the students an
understanding of their achievements and provides evaluative data for the program.

The assessments developed for this program deliberately included reflective techniques. The self-
directed nature of the program and the assessments allows for students to engage in deep reflection
without the discomfort of disclosure, which has been shown to be a hindrance in some studies (Doel,
2009). As well, such reflective assessment has the potential to transform knowledge gained into
learning that can be assessed (Howard, 2009).

LEADING EDGE CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT.

As mentioned in the introduction, UVic has prioritized experiential learning in its curricular planning
and goals. Since 2013, UVic Co-op and Career has researched co-curricular programming across
Canada and started a UVic co-curricular record program and has completed a project of mapping all
curricular experiences. The Leading Edge team conducted an environmental scan to learn about related
WIL programs in Canada and internationally. They then drew upon their learnings and UVic's strong
cooperative education program, career services and diversity initiatives to develop a program that
could motivate students to engage in WIL and to reflect on these experiences to become career-ready
and start to explore their sense of purpose. The curriculum development process is outlined below, in
Figure 2.

FIGURE 2: Program Development Process for the Leading Edge.

Revised our
framework
using
student

input

Researched

frameworks
and

programs
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and refined
the

program

Conducted
focus
groups

Developed
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framework

Consulted
our
community

Developed
a prototype
program

Note. Copyright 2017 by University of Victoria Co-operative Education Program & Career Services.
https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/career/leadingedge/index.php Reprinted with permission.

Framework Development

As a first step, a concept and framework was explored to package the various experiential learning and
career development opportunities offered at UVic. Discovery of the four philosophical questions as a
career exploration tool (Winn, 2014, 2017; Zuzunaga, 2011) provided the stimulus for the Leading Edge
framework, where the questions were re-interpreted within the curricular context. It was determined
that these questions would deeply engage students to think about their career journey through a
philosophical perspective, and reflect on the four questions to increase their career development self-
efficacy (Betz, 2000) while also developing awareness of their “human qualities and dispositions”
(Barnett, 2012, p. 65). This deep reflection is symbolized by the circle in the centre of the framework
(Figure 1), which was inspired by the ouroboros, an ancient symbol depicting a serpent or dragon
eating its own tail (Wikipedia, 2020). This metaphor was proposed by a design team member, (J. Fagan,
personal communication, June 2, 2016) during a career educators retreat. The team reflected on how
UVic’s career development programs are intended to engage students in transformative learning
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where, like the ouroboros, they continue to re-invent themselves as they progress through their
academic journey.

Three key principles guided the development of the program: it must be deliverable with existing
resources, it must be scalable to support the institution’s goal of 100% access to experiential learning
and it must allow students to complete all activities in a self-directed manner, on-line if they so choose.
The designers used an iterative approach to designing the program described by Caffarella and Dafron
(2013) as the “Interactive Program Planning Model” that recognizes that program development is not
a linear process but rather an interactive process of constructing a program by and for diverse
stakeholders in various and changing contexts . Inspiration was gained from the design thinking model
of approaching program development as a design project in which a prototype is designed, tested and
re-designed (Dunne, 2018). Using such an approach, the team consulted with a variety of stakeholders
throughout the design process, created prototypes, tested them and redesigned accordingly. Ethics
approval was obtained to publish data captured during this phase of program development (UVic
Ethics Protocol #20-0291).

Stakeholder Consultation

Once this framework was developed, focus groups were held to test the framework. The developers
recruited twenty students from various programs at various levels of study who were intrigued by the
four questions. One hundred percent of students who participated in the focus groups engaged in
reflection when presented with the framework, and several expressed hope that they could develop a
career path that allows them to balance their needs as represented by these four questions. Three key
employers representing small, medium and large organizations were also consulted. They recognized
the potential it offers for students to articulate the value they bring to an organization.

Students, faculty and staff contributed to the development of the Leading Edge at each stage. These
consultations led to some of the most effective aspects of the program. For example, an Indigenous
student provided feedback about the name the developers had assigned to the diversity theme, namely,
the Global Edge. This participant shared that the term did not feel inclusive of her experiences as an
Indigenous person through which she had developed intercultural competencies but that did not
involve international travel. This input inspired the developers to rename the theme “Embrace
Diversity” to reflect powerful experiences that provide learners with insights into cultural diversity in
all its possible forms.

Faculty insights also strengthened the program. When presented with the first prototype of the
Leading Edge framework and program, faculty members provided feedback and were supportive.
Several, referred students to the pilot and asked for further information to share with their departments.
Through consultation with faculty, we also learned that further work is needed on identifying
experiential learning options offered by faculties. The feedback from faculty members encouraged next
steps in curriculum development.

The developers also consulted a group of staff, co-curricular record validators, who supervise students
in co-curricular experiences and assess and validate competencies developed. This group was able to
offer detailed input on the design of the program and the use of the software because, in addition to
supervising student experiences they were familiar with using the portal on which the co-curricular
activities and Leading Edge are delivered. This group’s interest in the program was instrumental in
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aligning the Leading Edge program with the needs of students involved in co-curricular experiences
and all faculty and staff who offer and supervise these experiences.

Pilot Program

Once consultations were completed, and the program refined, a pilot was launched, which provided
further opportunity to obtain student input. An invitation was sent to students engaged in co-op and
co-curricular experiences, as well as senior undergraduate students participating in a career service.
167 students participated in the orientation, 35 participated in at least one reflection and 10 completed
the full program during the period of the pilot. In order to engage students involved in co-curricular
activities on campus, the developers partnered with UVic co-curricular validators. Specialized
orientations were provided to these students, which led to their engagement in the pilot program.
Student responses to the summative self assessment showed increased ability in the learning outcomes
for 9 out of the 10 students who completed the full program. While students reported benefits from
participating, they also indicated that the reflections were too repetitive and the content of the
reflections demonstrated a low level of reflection in many cases. The reflections were refined based on
feedback and observation of student reflections in the pilot.

Developers noted that the coaching hours required to develop the learning outcomes was higher than
expected. The self-directed virtual program was not producing the intended outcomes. The developers
re-examined the on-line reflections, consulted with faculty and professionals in UVic’s Learning and
Teaching Support and Innovation centre. Each of the reflections for curricular, co-curricular, diversity
and career-ready experiences was revised to include different reflective questions, and a section of
curriculum was added to support identification and articulation of strengths and development of
adaptable action plans (Niles et al.,, 2010). This resulted in stronger outcomes, fewer coaching
interventions required and positive student feedback:

“I stopped looking at myself from the microscopic view that everything I will be working on will
only be coding and scripting. I discovered that there are better ways in which I can contribute
and put my skills to good use as an Engineer” (Leading Edge participant).

This process used here to refine assessments is consistent with Ajjawi et al’s (2020) findings.

“If we do not understand how students construct alignment during WIL placement assessment,
we risk disrupting authentic experiences through distraction and instrumentalism, which can
undermine the contribution of WIL assessment to students’ professional expertise and identity
development” (p. 305).

ANALYSIS OF THE PROGRAM

The Leading Edge program is showing promise as a tool for reflection that supports the integration of
experiential learning including WIL, and career development for all stakeholders at UVic. To support
students’ career development self-efficacy the program includes “couplings of pedagogy, curriculum
and personal epistemologies” (Billett, 2009, p. 829), and supports student choice. Students are
presented with a menu of experiential learning opportunities and asked to choose experiences that
align with their educational, career and life goals. This enables students to be co-creators of their
curriculum and owners of their learning as they develop their ability to be “self-organizing, proactive,
self-regulating, and self-reflecting” (Bandura, 2006, p. 164). This has been a key strength of the
program. The self-directed nature of the program that is complemented with support from a career
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educator as needed is another strength. The clear process which also provides choices, allows students
to construct a custom program of experiences and reflection that lead to meaningful learning and career
development outcomes, and shows potential to increase the impact of existing career educator
resources.

The interactive development of the framework and program ensured that all stakeholders were
included in the design. Students, faculty, staff and employers were consulted, resulting in a program
that is strongly grounded in theory relating to program, curriculum and assessment design as
referenced in this paper. The Leading Edge offers students the opportunity to engage in this cyclical
reflection on activities of their choosing, with clear guidance on achieving the learning outcomes and
ultimately their Leading Edge certificate. The Leading Edge reflections have proven particularly
effective for reflection “on experience” following experience as demonstrated by this student’s
evaluation of the program:

This program brought together everything that I already had an idea of and everything that I
have accomplished throughout my degree into one concrete area. It made me take the time to
really understand my values, skills and my career options for the future. It was a fantastic way
to wrap up all of my co-op work terms and my university undergraduate career. I feel more
prepared now for my future. (Leading Edge participant).

The program was developed in response to the movement to expand WIL and ensure that all students
have access to quality WIL experiences to support them in mobilizing their knowledge in their personal
and professional lives. The program has the potential to be a resource to all institutional stakeholders
and serve as an experiential learning inventory, and a one-stop shop for students wishing to explore
experiential learning opportunities available on campus. The curricular mapping exercise is a good
start toward this end.

Although the experience catalogue developed as a result of the curricular mapping exercise in 2014 is
a strength of the program, it is also an area of vulnerability. As with all institutions, curricular changes
present a maintenance challenge to ensure that the curricular catalogue is up to date. System wide
integrated digital options to identify and flag experiential learning opportunities in the academic
calendar are currently being considered. In the meantime, the program continues to take the
opportunity to consult with faculty members on experiential learning courses offered at UVic. Students
are also a valuable source of this information, as they are encouraged to provide information on
curricular experiences they wish to use for the Leading Edge, which may not be listed on the catalogue.
These are then assessed to determine eligibility for the Leading Edge.

Despite constant efforts to ensure that technology supported the goals and objectives of the Leading
Edge program (Caferella & Dafron, 2013) rather than hinder it, our investment in a single on-line
platform as the primary delivery tool created a reliance on the technology which ultimately created a
barrier to progress when development of tools was delayed. While the program was quickly replicated
to an online learning system, the delay in the development of the intended online platform has
prevented a full launch of the program. Work continues on the technological development with the
goal to launch the program to the entire student body. In retrospect, one solution could have been to
recruit a small group of students to participate in a fully supported program in which facilitators
guided the students through each step. This could have provided developers with data on how
outcomes were impacted by that form of delivery; in turn, this could also inform a stronger virtual
program.
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Finally, the Leading Edge demonstrates how institutions can bring together recognition of students’
experiential learning under the auspices of a single program, much like other institutions have done,
but with a holistic approach to career development that challenges students to think beyond
employability to how they can make a difference in the world using the knowledge and skills they will
gain during their academic career.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION

In many cases virtual or remote WIL has replaced traditional WIL models during the COVID-19
pandemic as health and safety have become the top agenda for individuals, families, workplaces, cities
and countries. Students’ ability to work effectively not only across cultural borders, but virtually across
cultural borders amidst rapidly changing circumstances, has been tested by COVID-19. In this new
context, a program such as the Leading Edge does not disrupt student reflections on experiential
learning as it is equally applicable to virtual WIL. As well, students who are unable to engage in WIL
or other experiential learning opportunities due to COVID-19 can use the platform to reflect on past
experiences and engage with the four questions to think about how their experiences have prepared
them for the world of today.

While students adapt their plans in response to the global pandemic, the Leading Edge reflections can
help guide them in decision-making so that they actively create their own future rather than be
victimized by the “rigidly deterministic system of cause and effect” that COVID-19 has imposed upon
us (Krumboltz, 2009, p. 164). Students can use these reflections to weigh the different options available
to them, such as whether to delay their planned gap year travel due to COVID-19, engage in academic
courses instead of entering the labour market, volunteering or take training resulting in micro-
credentials that would assist with their career development. The Leading Edge can help guide students
to capture the invaluable skills, including resilience, developed through the experience of adapting to
the global pandemic.

The Leading Edge has been a unique initiative that brings together career development and experiential
learning theories to enhance student learning, and builds a bridge between these fields which
traditionally have operated independently. It has also been an opportunity for career development
professionals and WIL professionals to work together to create a program that combines the benefits of
both fields of practice. The unique design of the Leading Edge also recognizes, and is inclusive of,
students’ diverse experiences, and provides students the opportunity to deepen their self-awareness
with respect to their purpose and enhance their career readiness. The philosophical questions used in
the Leading Edge are especially relevant in this context of a global pandemic where uncertainties in the
economic sector have contributed to dramatic changes in unemployment rates the world over, yet
generosity of individuals and governments has been tremendous. Deep societal issues have also come
to the forefront in the midst of a global crisis. The questions that the Leading Edge poses are especially
relevant in this context. “What do I love?” and “What does the world need” are, perhaps more than
ever before, equally as important as “What am I great at?” and “What can I be paid for?” as students
explore what these questions mean for them in relation to their future careers and lives in the post-
COVID world.
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