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Key findings 

There has been limited growth in student participation in work-based WIL over the 
three years.

Non-workplace WIL has grown at all course levels.

Undergraduate student engagement varies considerably in disciplines where work-
based is traditionally elective.

There are opportunities to better engage students in work-based WIL, particularly 
mature students and those from certain equity groups.
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Context 

The Australian Collaborative Education Network (ACEN) is the professional association for 
Work Integrated Learning (WIL) in Australia. 

In this brief, WIL is classified as work-based (e.g., internships, placements, practicums), non-
workplace (e.g., classroom/virtual projects, consultancy) or global (e.g., industry study tour). 

This brief investigates student participation in WIL in higher education in 2020, 2021 and 2022. 
It draws on the ACEN-endorsed items in the Graduate Outcomes Survey (GOS) of which 30, 31 
and 34 universities participated in 2020, 2021 and 2022, respectively. 

The GOS measures employment outcomes of graduates four-to-six months post-course 
completion and levels of satisfaction with their higher education course. 

https://acen.edu.au/
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Graduates are invited to indicate their participation in different types of WIL. These are 
not mutually exclusive; they can report participation in more than one type. Participation 
includes data for those enrolled as both domestic and international students. 

Participation in WIL by course level

Figure 1 shows that work-based WIL remained fairly static over the three years with a slight dip in 
2021, possibly due to COVID-19 workplace restrictions. 

There was evidenced growth in non-workplace WIL and a fall in student participation in global WIL, 
again possibly attributed to the global pandemic. Overall, engagement in WIL rose over the three years.  

Base: Completed some form of WIL and gave a valid response (Total, n=133,965; 2020=44,572; 2021=42,201; 2022=47,192).

Figure 1 Undergraduate student participation in WIL
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Base: Completed some form of WIL and gave a valid response (Total, n=90,762; 2020=27,492; 2021=28,541; 2022=34,729).

Figure 2 Postgraduate coursework student participation in WIL

Figure 2 shows a slight growth in work-based WIL over the three-year period. Again, a fall in 2021, with 
recovery in 2022, was evident. 

Proportionately less postgraduate coursework students took part in work-based WIL than those at 
undergraduate level. Like undergraduates, there was a five-percentage point rise in non-workplace WIL 
with comparable participation rates to undergraduates. 

Global WIL also fell for this cohort although marginally so.  While more students are taking part in any 
type of WIL, around one-half of the postgraduate coursework cohort are not engaging which presents 
an opportunity for the sector. 

Figure 3 indicates an increase in postgraduate research student participation in work-based WIL. We 
may see further growth given changes in Research Training Program funding and the sector-wide drive 
for Higher Degree-by-Research internships. 

As with coursework students, participation in non-workplace WIL grew. Unlike other course cohorts, 
there was increased participation in global WIL, albeit only two percentage points. 

There was a marked increase in students engaging in any type of WIL although there remains a 
significant opportunity for growth in WIL for this cohort. 
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Base: Completed some form of WIL and gave a valid response (Total, n=12,748; 2020=4,197; 2021=4,045; 2022=4,506).

Figure 3 Postgraduate research student participation in WIL

There was steady growth in postgraduate research 
student participation in work-based WIL and more so 
than other course levels
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To gauge participation in elective work-based WIL, disciplines where work-based WIL 
is traditionally core were removed from the analysis. These were Engineering, Health, 
Medicine, Nursing, Pharmacy, Dentistry, Vet science, Rehabilitation, Teacher education 
and Social work. 

Undergraduate participation in 
elective work-based WIL

Table 1 Distribution of undergraduates by discipline 

  Discipline
2020 2021 2022

% Base % Base % Base

Science and mathematics 15.5 6,354 15.9 6,129 16.4 6,900

Computing and information systems 6.5 2,653 7.4 2,852 8.2 3,428

Architecture and built environment 3.6 1,485 3.8 1,472 3.9 1,620

Agriculture and environmental studies 2.1 860 2.1 795 3.6 1,501

Business and management 29.2 11,936 28.8 11,137 26.0 10,912

Humanities, culture and social sciences 14.6 5,985 14.4 5,563 14.0 5,898

Psychology 8.3 3,382 8.3 3,227 9.1 3,803

Law and paralegal studies 7.0 2,845 7.3 2,833 6.7 2,803

Creative arts 6.4 2,624 5.7 2,190 5.8 2,440

Communications 6.2 2,541 6.0 2,304 6.1 2,547

Tourism, hospitality, personal Services, sport & recreation 0.6 234 0.4 158 0.3 146



Figure 4 shows that around one-quarter to one-third of students from 
most discipline areas engaged in work-based WIL. Proportionately more 
students from the Agriculture, Law, Communications and Tourism 
groups (noting the low sample for Tourism) took part in work-based WIL. 
Participation rates within disciplines varied over the three-year period 
with no consistent pattern of rising or falling. Overall, there was not 
substantial growth in the proportion of students engaging in work-based 
WIL over time

Figure 4 Undergraduate participation in elective work-based WIL
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These data examine the participation of different groups of undergraduates in work-
based WIL in disciplines where it is traditionally elective.   

Undergraduate participation in elective 
work-based WIL by student group

Total males, n=12,286. Total females, n=20,920

Figure 5 Undergraduate participation in elective work-based WIL by gender

Proportionately less males participated in elective work-based WIL over the three years. Both males 
and females  evidenced a dip in participation in 2021 with some recovery in 2022, although not to the 
same levels as in 2020.  
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Figure 6 shows how proportionately more advantaged students participated in elective work-based 
WIL compared to those of low socioeconomic status. This difference was consistent over the years 
although the gap between undergraduates of low and high socioeconomic status appears to be closing 
over time. 

This may be attributed to the availability of bursaries or stipends to support equity students into work-
based WIL, or more institutional support for sourcing internships, given less advantaged students may 
have less developed networks and limited access to work-based WIL opportunities. 

Figure 7 shows how considerably less mature-age students are opting to participate in work-based WIL. 
Their participation rate has declined over time and the gap with younger undergraduates is widening. 

The lower participation rates among mature-age undergraduates are concerning if their reason for 
study is to upskill and enable transition to a different career pathway. 

Institutions need to consider whether their older 
students are aware of the benefits of work-based WIL 
and if their offerings are fit-for-purpose for those who 
already have relevant work experience

Total low socioeconomic status, n=3,586. Total medium socioeconomic status, n=13,025. Total high socioeconomic status, n=10,439

Figure 6 Undergraduate participation in elective work-based WIL by socioeconomic status
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Total 24 or under, n=26,877. Total 25 and over, n=6,393

Total non-Indigenous, n=32,965. Total Indigenous, n=305

Figure 7 Undergraduate participation in elective work-based WIL by age

Figure 8 Undergraduate participation in elective work-based WIL by Indigenous status

It is important to note the small numbers of Indigenous graduate responses to the GOS. 

Figure 8 shows proportionately less Indigenous students participated in elective work-based WIL, 
particularly in 2021 when the difference with non-Indigenous students exceeded 10 percentage points. 

This might suggest that these students were more impacted by COVID restrictions than others. On a 
positive note, participation rose in 2022 and the gap is lessening compared to non-Indigenous students. 
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Total without disability, n=30,608. Total with disability, n=2,625

Figure 9 Participation in elective work-based WIL for undergraduates with disability

Although less undergraduates with disability participated in elective work-based WIL, participation 
rose over the three years and the gap lessened with other students (see Figure 9). 

Students with disability were one of the few groups whose participation rose in 2021, rather than 
fell. This may reflect some leveraging from the shift to virtual offerings during pandemic-related 
restrictions in the workplace, with students potentially experiencing less concern with declaring their 
disability and negotiating accommodations.  

Relatively fewer students with disability participated 
in elective work-based WIL 
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Total domestic, n=28,318. Total international, n=4,946

Figure 10 Undergraduate participation in elective work-based WIL by citizenship

Relatively fewer international students took part in work-based WIL although participation rose over
time and the gap lessened compared to domestic students. This may reflect greater openness among 
employers to host international students on work-based WIL experiences.

Graduates who were enrolled as international students 
reported relatively lower participation rates in elective 
work-based WIL than their domestic counterparts. 
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Total regional, n=10,753. Total metro, n=22,517

Figure 11 Undergraduate participation in elective work-based WIL by regionality

Figure 11 shows that proportionately fewer regional students participated in elective work-based WIL 
over the three years.  Participation is also declining over time, albeit marginal, and the gap with metro-
based students appears to be widening. 
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