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ABSTRACT 

The Australian higher education environment has undergone significant change in 

recent years in order to better prepare learners with the essential knowledge, skills, 

and experiences to compete in an increasingly globalised, technological, and 

innovative workplace. One way universities are preparing their learners is by 

embedding aspects of work within or alongside curriculum, through work-integrated 

learning (WIL) initiatives.  

 

However, in recent WIL studies, concerns have been raised around a perceived lack 

of alignment between university program structures, particularly in the form of 

assessments employed to evaluate and report learning, with the type of learning that 

occurs in the workplace through authentic workplace practices. This misalignment 

exposes a dis-integration between learning, work and assessment in WIL. To date, 

very little work has been conducted with students as they participate on placement to 

better understand informal learning in practice. Examining learning at the source - 

where it is enacted, as it is enacted - seems to be the most appropriate starting point 

to inform decisions on WIL assessment, institutional strategies, and even strategies 

for graduate preparedness that will better align, or integrate, work and learning 

through curriculum. 

 

To investigate learning on placement, this study adopts a theoretical framework that 

identifies learning not as an end-state to be measured and judged, but as a 

participative process where knowing is ontologically linked with action. Rather than 

focussing on the ‘what’ as the central phenomena, this study draws attention to 

practices and relations rather than the thing itself. A research question, therefore, 

arises: What do interns do to learn work practices on placement? Drawing together 

two conceptual frameworks, sociomateriality and practice theory, this thesis explores 

what interns are actually doing in the workplace by examining how the social and 

material are entangled in everyday life. A second research question is, therefore, 

proposed: What are the social, contextual, and material relations that are productive 

of informal learning on placement? 
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Methodologically, a sociomaterial, practice-based approach invites questions and 

methods that highlight the practical, embodied, and situated. Ethnography was 

selected as a research practice that enables the researcher to draw out insights into 

the mundane, routine, and ordinariness of social life in a way that permits spatial-

temporal proximity to materiality, relations, and action. The context for the study is a 

Commerce internship program, an elective subject at a regional Australian 

university. The participants involved are three interns on placement through the 

program, their supervisors, and work spaces.  

 

Three key findings are offered. First, findings suggest intern experiences are variable 

and dependent on a range of factors that prefigure their performances. It is suggested 

that the things and people that make up these contexts, matter for their learning. 

Second, findings provide insight into how interns develop work practices. Analysis 

of the data shows how learning on placement involves performing the intelligibility 

and appropriateness of the work practice. Third, analysis of the data also suggests an 

intermediary bundle of practices that interns perform to position themselves on 

placement within workplace norms, routines, and changes. These transitioning 

placement practices are performed as interns learn to orient, conform, and adapt to 

new configurations of people, things, spaces, tools, bodies, and technologies. 

 

The findings have implications for revising WIL assessment to re-integrate learning 

and practice. Contributions of the study include exposing traditions and oversights of 

learning in WIL, providing a critique of exiting models and trajectories of learning, 

contributing new insights into how interns learn on placement, and developing a 

sociomaterial, practice-based framework for theorising learning. The study makes 

theoretical, practical, and discipline-based contributions not only to the field of WIL, 

but more broadly to the domains of workplace learning, informal learning, 

professional learning, and practice. 
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ANNA 

Anna was a third year undergraduate student studying human resource management. 
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We say this a lot in [sport]: Structured play is really good because 

everyone knows what’s going on – but you get more reward out of 

unstructured play and how you deal with the curve ball that’s been 

thrown at you… It happens in the real world, that your boss is going to 

turn around and say ‘you know that project you’ve been working on for 

the last three months, not yours anymore, you’ve got to do this’ and you 

go ‘hang on, I can’t do that!’… So, unstructured play is a good thing 

because if you can play unstructured play, you’ll win most games… It’s 

how you deal with unstructured play that keeps you in the game longer.  

 

Greg, Placement Supervisor  
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CHAPTER 1: WORK DIS-INTEGRATED LEARNING?  

Work-integrated learning (WIL) describes strategies and activities that promote 

students’ learning through engaging with aspects of work. These activities can range 

from one-off on-campus simulations to extensive off-campus work placements. For 

many institutions, WIL is embedded into strategic goals and directions to prepare 

graduates for their professions, centralised through careers and employability units as 

well as operated through some faculties. Although WIL offers multiple benefits, 

emphasis is placed on WIL as a teaching and learning approach which enhances 

student learning through rich, active, and contextualised learning experiences 

(Patrick et al., 2008).  

 

Driven by higher education, WIL is framed by the socio-political context governing 

subjects and initiatives that reside within or alongside curriculum. This framework 

has implications for student learning. Recent studies have pointed to concerns with a 

lack of alignment between learning on placement and the assessments used to report 

learning outcomes (Richardson, Jackling, Henschke & Tempone, 2013; Williams, 

Simmons, Levett-Jones, Sher & Bowen, 2012). Scholars have noted that although 

students are learning in more complex, informal ways at work, there has been a 

tendency to measure learning on placement in similar ways to traditional university-

based assessments (Richardson, et al., 2013). Assessments that evaluate criteria-

based academic learning outcomes for example, are problematic as they omit 

important contextual insights about learning in a new environment and do not reflect 

the specialised learning that occurs through practical experiences.  

 

To remedy this misalignment between workplace learning and WIL assessment, 

several generic and reflective assessment solutions have been explored and 

implemented. These include skills or competency-based approaches (Zegwaard, Coll, 

& Hodges, 2003), structured written reflections (Dean, Sykes, Agostino & Clements, 

2012b; Edgar, Francis-Coad & Connaughton, 2012; Richardson, et al., 2013), 

ongoing logs or journals (Doel, 2008; McCurdy, Zegwaard & Dalgety, 2013), and 

supervisor feedback reports (Henderson, 2010). There has also been a significant 

increase in the use of online or technology-based tools to support assessment, such as 

e-portfolios (An & Wilder, 2010), online role play (Ogilvie & Douglas, 2007) or 
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online journals/blogs (Edgar, et al., 2012; Sheridan, Kotevski & Dean, 2014). In 

these assessments, students articulate, evidence, and report how they have applied 

theoretical knowledge and comment on the development of skills or areas in need of 

further growth.  

 

While these suggestions are legitimate approaches to assessment, perhaps there is 

another, more fundamental reason that underpins the misalignment. Richardson and 

colleagues (2013) recently acknowledged that “one of the main reasons for 

inadequate assessment in the workplace is the lack of understanding of the nature of 

learning in the WIL environment - what is being learnt and how” (p.28). According 

to Billett (2008) and Johnsson and Boud (2010) the type of learning that occurs in the 

workplace is more than a mere application of theoretical or canonical knowledge: it 

is a generation of new ways of knowing, within and through practice. Outside the 

parameters of learning through assessment, very little is known about practice-based 

learning in WIL. What are students doing on placement? And, how are they 

learning?  

 

The purpose of this study is to explore learning on placement by focussing on 

learning within and through practice. As its name suggests, the emphasis of WIL is 

to integrate learning and work. However, in light of the misalignment of university 

program structures with authentic workplace practices, a dis-integration of learning 

and work has become apparent. Examining learning at the source - where it is 

enacted, as it is enacted - seems to be the most appropriate starting point to inform 

decisions on WIL assessment, institutional strategies and even strategies for graduate 

preparedness that will better align, or integrate, work and learning through 

curriculum.   

 

To investigate learning on placement, this study adopts a theoretical framework that 

identifies learning not as an end-state to be measured and judged, but as a 

participative process where knowing is ontologically linked with action. A practice-

based approach is a theoretical stream that places practice as the central social 

phenomenon (Schatzki, 2001b). Practice-based approaches have been used to 

examine similar phenomena in related fields, such as professional learning (Billett, 
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2009; Boud & Hager, 2010; Bradbury, Frost, Kilminster & Zukas, 2010; Fenwick, 

Nerland & Jensen, 2012; Hager, Lee & Reich, 2012), organisational knowing and 

learning (Gherardi, 2009a; Miettinen, Samra-Fredericks & Yanow, 2009; Nicolini, 

2011; Nicolini, Gherardi & Yanow, 2003; Orlikowski, 2007), workplace learning 

(Beckett & Hager, 2000; Fenwick, 2008b, 2010c; Scheeres, Solomon, Boud & 

Rooney, 2010), transitions in professional practice (Fenwick, 2013; Sawchuk, 2010; 

Sawchuk & Taylor, 2010b), and educational studies (Boud, 2012; Fenwick, 2009a; 

Fenwick & Edwards, 2011; Fenwick, Edwards & Sawchuk, 2011).  

 

A practice-based approach offers ontological, epistemological, and methodological 

sensibilities to this study. Ontologically, it remedies problems with traditional 

dualistic reductions – actor/system, mind/body, theory/action (Nicolini, 2013; Rouse, 

2007; Schatzki, 2001b). It offers a relational ontology of learning, focusing on the 

“relations between things, not the things themselves, to observe [how] complex 

wholes emerge from improvisations among micro-elements” (Fenwick, 2009a, p. 

240, emphasis added). As an epistemology, a practice-based lens offers ‘a way of 

seeing’ and theorising knowledge (Corradi, Gheradi & Verzelloni, 2010), where 

practice is the ‘thing’ tying together knowing and doing (Corradi, et al., 2010; 

Gherardi, 2000). As a research methodology, it focuses on ‘what people actually do’ 

(Pickering, 1992) rather than what they report they do or what they ought to be doing 

(Nicolini, 2013). Each of these practice-based sensibilities is explicated in this thesis.  

 

To contextualise and introduce the selections made in this study, this chapter is 

organised as follows: first, the research questions and aims are delineated; second, a 

brief background to the study is offered to position myself as the researcher and to 

describe the research impetus; third, contextual information is highlighted, 

addressing the Australian higher education context; fourth, traditions of WIL in 

Australia are underlined; fifth, an overview of the research is offered including 

theoretical and methodological approaches; last, an overall thesis structure is 

outlined. 
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Research questions and aims 

Broadly, an intern’s aim while on placement is to learn and perform the work 

practices they have been studying in their chosen discipline area at university. Work 

practices are those competent performances that practitioners enact, that arise from 

practising over time in routine and contingent situations (Beckett & Hager, 2002). 

When interns graduate with their degrees, a large part of their professional learning 

will occur through work practices and take place outside formally structured 

activities in industry work spaces, where learning is spontaneous, informal, 

sometimes unintentional, and certainly unpredictable.  

 

Unlike formal learning environments such classrooms and lecture theatres, where 

learning is well structured and evaluated, it is difficult to anticipate what will be 

learnt in the workplace. This could be why informal learning, particularly in WIL, 

has been poorly addressed and seldom researched. This study addresses a lacuna in 

WIL literature by diving into the work space to explore what it is interns actually do 

while they are on placement. The study looks at the workplace site, the people 

around them, and the materials used to perform tasks. By investigating what interns 

do at the workplace site, we may better understand how learning is constructed in 

specific contexts.  

 

This study has three aims:  

 To investigate informal learning by identifying and explaining what interns do 

to develop work practices while on placement 

 To move beyond perceiving learning as an individualised process by exploring 

social and material relations entangled with learning on placement 

 To propose a practice-based conception of learning as an enriched, 

contextualised alternative to traditional understandings of WIL 

Two research questions are proposed:  

1. What do interns do to learn work practices? 

2. What are the social, contextual, and material relations that are productive of 

informal learning on placement? 



|6 
 

These research questions bear resemblance to Eraut’s (2004, 2008a, 2008b, 2011) 

work on how professionals learn at work - with one significant difference. Where 

Eraut questions ‘what is being learned?’ I ask ‘what do interns do to learn work 

practices?’ Redirecting the question this way, significantly shifts the phenomena of 

interest, from focussing on the ‘thing’ or the ‘what’ to drawing attention to practices 

and relations. 

 

In moving the analytical lens to practices, this study contributes to a growing body of 

work that is calling for more meaningful explorations of learning and work practice: 

Overall, we have a great need for rigorous in-depth empirical research that 

traces what people actually do and think in everyday work activity, and for 

research methods that can help illuminate the learning that unfolds in everyday 

work. Such research could help us counter the plethora of books that present a 

depoliticized, morally infused prescription for what we ought to do to ‘promote 

learning’ in current workplaces, and it may even help expand possibilities for 

what work and spaces of work could become in our future (Fenwick, 2008b, p. 

25, italics added). 

The aims and questions of this study resonate with Fenwick’s (2008b) request to 

problematise existing approaches to learning. Her argument helps articulate ideas and 

questions that compelled me onto this path, notions that learning on placement were 

not being appropriately intoned or understood, disguised amongst assessment 

discourses. In the following section, I unpack how my professional experience as a 

coordinator of a WIL program laid the foundations for developing this research.   

 

Background to the study 

For three years, from 2008 to 2010, I co-developed and managed a WIL program. 

The Commerce Internship Program (CIP) is a cross-disciplinary internship scheme in 

the Faculty of Commerce for undergraduates across marketing, public relations, 

management, economics, human resources, accounting, and finance disciplines. The 

program began under the vision of the Faculty Dean, who promoted CIP as part of 
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the Faculty’s new image and re-branding. It remains a 6 credit point elective subject, 

comprising 16 days of industry placement and structured reflective assessments2.   

  

My role included program design, curriculum development, assessment design, 

administration, student support, and industry liaison. A large part of my role also 

involved assessing or marking student work. Students submitted to me their weekly 

logs (similar to a short reflective journal), with comment on what they were doing 

and how they were going. Over time, I began to question the utility of these logs for 

reflecting what was really happening on placement. In person, students regularly 

arrived at my door - troubled, perplexed, energised, deflated, surprised, even bored 

with their placements - feelings often absent from assessment journals. I heard a 

finance student once explain how he was reprimanded by the CEO for not wearing a 

tie. I heard a human resources student describe how he watched a manager deal with 

a serious industrial relations dispute. I heard an accounting student rationalise 

spending two days doing data entry, when the shortcut process was unknown - until 

afterwards. I heard about invitations to lunches, job offers and corporate events, 

being left alone, travelling long distances, and lack of organisational resources. Rich, 

powerful stories coupled with mundane, ordinary organisational accounts that 

describe the multiplicity of learning on placement. 

 

The literature I was reading at the time was across the domains of learning in higher 

education and WIL. The challenge I found with many WIL publications was the 

emphasis on student accountability in relation to prescribed, individualised learning 

outcomes and assessment, and other preoccupations with stakeholder relationships or 

program structures. Of the literature that addressed student learning, upper 

management perspectives were dominant. Student perspectives largely appeared to 

be missing. So I began to question: What is really happening on placement? And, 

how can I find out what is going on? I wanted a way to experience what my students 

were experiencing first-hand, to observe and feel these organisational dynamics to 

better know what students are doing and how they are learning.  

 

                                                 
2 CIP assessments form part of this research and are discussed further in Chapter 3 and outlined in 
appendices C, D and E.  
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For the past seven years I’ve been involved in research teams examining student 

learning and assessment in WIL (Clements & Cord, 2013; Cord, Bowrey & 

Clements, 2010; Cord, Bowrey & Clements, 2011; Cord & Clements, 2010a, 2010b; 

Cord & Clements, 2010c; Cord, Sykes & Clements, 2011; Dean, Sykes & Turbill, 

2012a; Dean, et al., 2012b; Sheridan, et al., 2014; Sykes & Dean, 2013)3 and other 

aspects of student learning and curriculum in higher education (Sykes, Moerman, 

Gibbons & Dean, 2014; Zanko, Turbill & Dean, 2014). Particularly in the earlier 

years of my research, student learning in WIL was largely unmarked territory. Issues 

around WIL assessment in relation to learning and methods were scattered and were 

mainly program reports with little theoretical discussion on the ontological 

paradigms underpinning assessment approaches.  

 

Through these years I have kept abreast of emerging trends on student learning in 

WIL and higher education. One author, whose ideas on learning have transformed 

over time, is contemporary Australian researcher, David Boud. Boud’s earliest work 

endorses experience for learning (Boud, Cohen & Walker, 1993; Boud, Keogh & 

Walker, 1985) and the transformative function of assessment for learning (Boud, 

1999, 2010a). More recently, however, Boud has taken two significant shifts to 

relocate and re-conceptualise notions of learning. 

 

First, Boud’s latest publications place increasing importance on practice. He 

distinguishes several uses of the term ‘practice’: in a practical sense, such as to 

practise a skill or exercise knowledge and dispositions; in an educational sense, 

where practice is the practical performance of students in work and non-work 

situations; and, in a theoretical sense, where at the most basic level of practice is “the 

act of doing something in a particular situation” (Boud, 2009, p. 31). This latter 

theoretical conception draws largely on the philosophical work of Theodore Schatzki 

(Boud & Brew, 2013; Boud & Hager, 2012; Johnsson & Boud, 2010; Rooney, Reich, 

Willey, Gardner & Boud, 2012) (Schatzki’s work is discussed in Chapter 2 in more 

detail).  

  

                                                 
3 Bonnie Amelia Cord (maiden name), Bonnie Amelia Dean (married name) 
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Second, Boud and colleagues (Boud, 2009, 2010b, 2012; Boud & Brew, 2013; 

Johnsson & Boud, 2010) suggest limitations in models of learning that attempt to 

isolate features of learning to certain skills or events (such as workshops) to control 

for the probability of learning occurring. They suggest instead that learning is a more 

creative and opportunistic process that emerges within a context in relation to other 

people and things, thereby moving away from models claiming deterministic 

causality (Johnsson & Boud, 2010).  

 

Could these ideas be applied to work-integrated learning? What would happen if we 

were to re-frame notions of learning, away from measurement models towards 

contextual, practice-based perspectives? With these ideas and a burning curiosity in 

tow, I immersed myself in the research process, wondering whether a more creative 

and experience-based learning process had been hiding behind other, more prominent 

higher education discourses and agendas in WIL.  

 

Australian higher education context  

Although work-based programs are employed world-wide in university or college 

systems, the focus of this research and study is grounded in an Australian context. In 

Australia, industry, government, and higher education institutions are telling us that 

the higher education (HE) landscape is radically changing. Almost a decade ago, 

government reports indicated the need for universities to respond to shifts in the 

socio-economic environment to remain internationally competitive (Bradley, 

Noonan, Nugent & Scales, 2008; Cleary, Flynn, Thomasson, Alexander & 

McDonald, 2007). This complex working environment has had significant 

implications for the operationalization of high education and the development of the 

next generation of professionals:  

Employers, universities and professional bodies agree that Australia needs to 

develop professionals who are highly skilled and ready to face the challenges of 

increased competition. More than ever we need professionals who are 

responsive to economic, social, cultural, technical and environmental change 

and can work flexibly and intelligently across business contexts. Australian 

industry requires new graduates who understand the part they play in building 
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their organisations, and have the practical skills to work effectively in their roles 

(Cleary, et al., 2007, p. 1). 

One way to assure the preparedness of graduates is through national regulation of 

quality institutional standards. National bodies such as the Australian Universities 

Quality Agency (AQUA) now called Tertiary Education Quality and Standards 

Agency (TEQSA), along with other commissioned reports evaluating and reporting 

on the quality of teaching and learning (Freeman & Hancock, 2011; Freeman, 

Hancock, Simpson & Sykes, 2008) have contributed to building a quality-driven 

higher education system through regulating frameworks and benchmarking graduate 

standards. The effects of these national bodies and reports penetrate multiple levels 

of HE structures, from upper managerial levels such as re-shaping courses and 

organizing adequate infrastructure, through to alignment of course, subject, and 

assessment level learning outcomes. The decisions, structures and frameworks at 

multiple levels have shaped how and what graduates learn within the contemporary 

HE curriculum.  

 

Programs and courses are being designed to support flexible learning and to respond 

to market and societal demands (Freeman & Hancock, 2011). As learners in this 

‘new era’ of HE (Freeman & Hancock, 2011), students graduate with ‘work-ready’ 

or ‘career-ready’ attributes such as entrepreneurship, problem-solving abilities, 

digital literacies, and intellectual capital (Jackson & Chapman, 2012; Wilton, 2012). 

Therefore, it is assumed, even expected, that prior to graduation students are replete 

with requisite knowledge and skills to compete in a globalised economy - that they 

are ‘oven-ready and self-basting’ (Atkins, 1999; Kilminster, Zukas, Quinton & 

Roberts, 2011).  

  

Work-integrated learning in Australia 

Work-integrated learning (WIL) is not unique to Australia. In fact, the origins of 

work-based activities and programs arguably began with cooperative education, 

which is the “integration of classroom work and practical industrial experience in an 

organised program” (Armsby, 1954, p. 1). Cooperative education is said to have 

begun in the late 1800s in the United Kingdom, the early 1900s in the United States 

of America, and the mid-1900s in Canada (Reeve, 2004). This generic timeline, 
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however, has had its critics. Others have offered more specific origins, for instance, 

that cooperative education began in 1906 in the engineering faculty at the University 

of Cincinnati, later extending across Western countries and other training disciplines 

(Barbeau & Dubois, 1976).   

 

The ubiquity of WIL is demonstrated by the multiple names it has been called. Terms 

such as practicum, professional practice, work-based learning, work-related learning, 

service learning, authentic experiences, real-world learning, experiential learning, 

work experience, workplace learning, practice-based learning, sandwich programs, 

volunteering, industry experience, industry-based learning, field work, internships, 

cooperative education, and clinical placement. Different terms are espoused by 

different countries, universities, networks or programs, to align with communities 

and literature, and describe (or differentiate) conceptions of work and learning. 

Generally, most descriptions of WIL involve student learning linked in some way 

with work through an organised approach (Billett, 2009). Resisting a unified 

definition, Patrick and colleagues (2008) offer WIL as an ‘umbrella concept’ for “a 

range of approaches and strategies that integrate theory with the practice of work 

within a purposefully designed curriculum” (p.iv).  

 

In Australia, work-integrated learning (WIL) is the widely accepted term for 

activities and programs for learning through work (Orrell, 2011; Patrick, et al., 

2008). The term WIL emerged in the late 1990s in an attempt to set Australian work-

learning initiatives apart from other Western concepts of ‘work-based learning’ 

(Orrell, 2011). The scope of WIL, however, is contestable. It has been debated 

whether WIL is specific to higher education (Smigiel & Harris, 2008) or includes 

vocational education (Mahlomaholo & Bohloko, 2008), whether it occurs in multiple 

educational and practical settings (Billett, 2009; Mahlomaholo & Bohloko, 2008) or 

precludes classroom based work-based activities. While diverse in approaches and 

structures, WIL programs share a common purpose to facilitate undergraduate4 

learning experiences through work, for example practical placements, case studies, 

simulations or other authentic experiences.  

 
                                                 
4 While WIL programs may be carried out at postgraduate and undergraduate levels, this study focuses 
on undergraduate WIL programs.  
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In the last three decades, WIL has infiltrated Australian HE practices, emerging in 

programs, literature, networks, research, and other initiatives (Orrell, 2011). In 2008, 

at the request of the Australian government, Universities Australia (the peak body of 

Australian University Vice Chancellors) published a position paper on the idea of 

developing a national internship scheme to address Australia’s long-term skills 

shortage, national economic growth and international competitiveness. This scheme 

would “enable more Australian university students to undertake structured work-

based learning in industry during their studies” (Universities Australia, 2008, p. 1). It 

would also encourage partnerships between industry, community, university, and 

government. Interestingly, however, this idea never took hold. Instead, universities 

have shown preference to developing their own programs tailored to their own needs. 

The result has led to a diverse, largely unregulated WIL environment in Australia 

(Orrell, 2011).  

 

Also at the national level, WIL has caught the attention of the national teaching and 

learning council, attending to ways to develop and promote WIL best practice. Prior 

to 2012, the Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC) was the national 

body responsible for the funding, support, research, and dissemination of innovations 

and ideas of teaching and learning in Australian HE (now named the Office for 

Learning and Teaching5, OLT). For over almost a decade this government division 

has endorsed numerous research initiatives that explore WIL and practice-based 

education. Examples include:  

• Barraket and colleague’s (2009) practical steps for designing, supporting, and 

implementing workplace programs 

• Billet’s (2010) report on a range of curriculum, pedagogical, and 

epistemological issues in WIL  

• Higgs’ (2011) best practice exemplars to help universities prepare students 

for work 

• Papadopoulos, Taylor, Fallshaw and Zanko’s (2011) review of professional 

learning in business curriculum 
                                                 
5 Following a review of the British higher education landscape, in November 2011 the ALTC became 
the Office for Learning and Teaching (OLT) (Johns, 2011). The OLT is part of the Department of 
Education.  
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• Harvey and Shahjahan’s (2013) perceptions of employability from Bachelor 

of Arts graduates  

Yet perhaps the most widely known and cited cross-institutional research projects 

supported by the ALTC are those by Patrick et al. (2008) and Orrell (2011). These 

studies feature prominently in WIL literature as benchmarks of WIL research and 

practice. In Australia’s first large-scale collaborative scoping study, The WIL Report 

by Patrick et al. (2008) reports on government, industry, and community pressures 

for graduates to demonstrate professional readiness. These authors suggest several 

strategies to HE providers for enhancing WIL: Implementation of a university-wide 

commitment (embedded in policy); adoption of a stakeholder approach (employers, 

institution, students and government); increase dissemination of curriculum and 

pedagogical approaches to WIL; and, appropriate resourcing. Drawing on 28 WIL 

reports, Orrell’s (2011) Good Practice Report recommendations are, not 

surprisingly, consistent with Patrick and her colleagues. Orrell’s (2011) 

recommendations include: Implementation of university-wide WIL agendas; 

openness of equity and access issues; provision of technology; a focus on industry 

needs; and, support for more sector and discipline-wide research.  

 

A national WIL network named the Australian Collaborative Education Network 

(ACEN), was established in 2004, drawing together like-minded academics, staff, 

industry personnel, and researchers to share, collaborate, and connect. ACEN has 

strong associations internationally with the World Association of Cooperative 

Education (WACE) and several affiliated WIL networks overseas, such as the New 

Zealand Association for Cooperative Education (NZACE). Some Australian 

institutions have also formed networks, such as Charles Sturt University’s ‘Education 

for Practice Institute’ that operates in a similar zone to inform and enhance 

graduate’s preparedness for the workplace.  

 

The rise of WIL as a critical area of research, national focus and institutional 

strategy, demonstrates a serious attempt by the Australian government and HE 

institutions to address the need for work- or career-ready graduates. This study is 

positioned within and contributes to the Australian WIL landscape by offering 

greater understanding to the informal, complex learning processes and practices that 
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occur when students are on placement. The implications of this research, however, 

have wider contributions to WIL strategies and programs in Western democracies 

such as New Zealand, Canada, United Kingdom, and United States of America. The 

following section will outline the theoretical and methodological approach adopted 

in this study before the structure of the overall thesis is presented. 

 

Theoretical and methodological approach 

The theoretical cornerstone of this study is to establish a stronger link between 

learning and practice. First, however, it is necessary to demonstrate the inadequate 

role of informal learning and practice in certain conceptualisations of learning in 

particular higher educational assumptions and traditions. 

 

In Chapter 2, it will be discussed how dismissive accounts of informal learning and 

practice can be traced to an approximation against what Beckett and Hager (2002) 

recognise has been the favoured form of learning, named the standard paradigm of 

learning. The standard paradigm claims there is a ‘best learning’ and that it: resides 

in minds and not bodies; is propositional and can be expressed in words; is individual 

rather than collective; and, can be acquired, transferred, and applied via bodies to the 

external world (Beckett and Hager, 2002).  

 

This thesis will challenge the standard paradigm of learning and highlight its 

limitations in conceptualising learning on placement. Greater inseparability of 

learning and practice through an emerging paradigm of learning (Beckett & Hager, 

2002) will be argued, where learning and practice are reciprocally constituted 

(Orlikowski, 2010).  

 

Therefore, the major theoretical selections made in this thesis are driven by practice 

theory (Hager, et al., 2012; Nicolini, 2013; Schatzki, 2001b). Practice theory enables 

researcher ontological and analytical closeness to actions, doings, and sayings. 

Temporally, this means identification of in-the-moment understandings of learning 

through practices as they occur, rather than post-placement recollections on the 

memory of the phenomenon. Spatially, this means being in the workplace, rather 

than imposing a knower/known or researcher/participant distances and boundaries.  
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Blurring these boundaries continues as researchers explore social, cultural, and 

contextual factors that shape practice rather than individual phenomena away from 

practice. However, while these factors are important levels of analysis, typically 

overlooked is the role of materials. A growing body of scholars are arguing that 

human action is highly dependent on things and materials - including objects, texts, 

human bodies, technologies, etc - through a theoretical concept termed 

sociomateriality. Sociomaterial theories propose that the ‘social’ and ‘material’ do 

not “exist separately and prior to the lines of relations” (Fenwick, 2010a, p. 107), but 

instead are entangled with meaning through practice (Barad, 2007). Drawing 

together sociomaterial and practice-based theories opens the phenomena under 

review and creates new spaces and possibilities for investigating learning and 

practice. 

 

Methodologically, a sociomaterial, practice-based approach invites questions and 

methods that highlight the practical, embodied, and situated (Barley & Kunda, 2001). 

Ethnography was chosen for this study to enable immediate observation and 

reflection on practice. Ethnography is a form of inquiry and writing that produces 

thick descriptions of both researcher and participants from which phenomena can be 

explained (Denzin, 1997). Ethnography and the sociomaterial, practice-based 

theoretical framework adopted align on several accounts. They relate as ethnography 

as a research practice draws out the ordinary, routine, and mundane aspects of 

everyday practices (Hopwood, 2010a) and they are linked through spatial-temporal 

proximity to materiality, relations, and action.  

 

In this study, the cases of three interns on an internship placement are explored in 

great detail. Small in-depth studies are increasingly gaining favour in social research 

and have had popular uptake in educational and organisational research (Schwartz-

Shea, 2006; Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006). In recent publications, cases of three 

have been used in research similar topics to work-integrated learning, such as the 

situated learning of teaching assistants (Taylor, 2014) and the professional 

development of undergraduate physical education teachers (Hastie, McPhail, 

Calderon & Sinelnikov, 2014). By digging deeper to unpick (and unpack) tightly 
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woven conceptions or reveal hidden practices (Fenwick, et al., 2011), the purpose of 

a small ‘n’ studies is not to simplify, but to complex-ify (Nicolini, 2013).   

 

The theoretical and methodological selections made in this study have not, to the best 

of my knowledge, been employed together in the field of WIL. This study is flagging 

new territory and possibilities to better understand learning in WIL that will have 

wider implications for conceptualising workplace learning, informal learning, and 

practice. The final section in this chapter will outline the structure of the overall 

thesis. 

 
Structure of thesis 

This thesis is divided into six chapters and is summarised as follows. Chapter 2 

outlines existing literature on learning in WIL and in the workplace. Various 

understandings of the concept ‘learning’ are explored by discussing three 

theorisations put forward by Hager, Lee, and Reich (2012): cognitive-psychology-

based theories, socio-cultural theories and post-Cartesian conceptions. The study’s 

theoretical framework is offered, emphasising a relational, practice-based, and 

sociomaterial approach to learning in WIL.  

 

Chapter 3 describes and justifies the ethnographic research methodology. It begins 

by outlining the alignment of ethnography with a practice-based approach and 

describes my entanglement in the study through exploring my researcher 

positionality. It describes the qualitative research methods chosen and processes of 

data analysis. The research participants and sites are presented before examining the 

trustworthiness of the research process.  

 

Chapter 4 presents three WIL cases following the interns Anna, Ben, and Carrie as 

they participate in the Commerce Internship Program (CIP). Anna is a human 

resources intern who has big shoes to fill, stepping up into the role of Human 

Resources Coordinator. Ben is a finance intern who finds himself packing boxes, and 

at one point – covered in fish water. Carrie is a marketing intern who never 

experiences a final placement day. These experiences amongst others are recounted. 
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Chapter 5 offers the findings and discussions from an analysis of the data accessed 

from CIP. It speaks to the research questions and aims, and revisits the theoretical 

framework set up in Chapter 2. It discusses the limitations of cognitivist, 

individualised approaches positioned within a standard paradigm of learning (Beckett 

& Hager, 2002) and suggests a sociomaterial, practice-based framework positioned 

with an emerging paradigm of learning, to propose closer relations between actions, 

materials, technologies, and bodies (Fenwick, et al., 2011). This chapter highlights a 

new bundle of temporary, dynamic and unique transitioning placement practices as 

those performed by interns on placement. Transitioning placement practices, further 

identified as orienting, conforming, and adapting practices, occur as the 

sociomaterial assemblage positions and shapes what interns can and can’t do. The 

chapter makes several recommendations to revise WIL assessments in light of the 

findings.  

  

Chapter 6 concludes the thesis by reflecting on opening arguments, to re-integrate 

work and learning in WIL. It signifies the importance of the research and offers an 

overall research summary. To conclude, contributions, implications, and practical 

solutions are drawn before the thesis comes to a close through deliberating 

limitations and future research.  

 

Conclusion 

This study marks new territory in the quest for understanding learning on placement. 

This chapter has pointed out that informal learning in WIL is missing rigorous 

theorisation, is seldom researched, and lacks empirical examination. The following 

chapter traces diverse understandings of learning to re-frame learning in WIL 

through practice-based and sociomaterial perspectives. In the next chapter, the WIL 

lens is re-positioned to a more integrated approach to work, learning, and practice in 

pursuit of work-integrated learning. 
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CHAPTER 2: (RE)POSITIONING WIL: LEARNING AND 

PRACTICE 

It follows that if we are to provide a convincing account of both how ingrained 

ways of doing and saying persist in time and why people stick to them, we need 

to zoom in on learning. Without a coherent theory of learning we are left with 

an obscure notion of practice as a hidden and metaphysical collective object that 

exerts some form of causal power over the behaviour of individuals. As Jean 

Lave once put it, without such an element, any account of practice is bound to 

collapse ‘like a table without a leg’ (Nicolini, 2009a, p. 1406). 

Chapter 1 introduced this research as a study of student learning through an 

organised WIL program, focusing particularly on the student practices performed in 

the workplace. It was suggested that understanding learning on placement is critical 

to the design, assessment, and preparation of students through WIL programs. While 

there is some interest into learning on placement in the literature, there is lack of 

empirical examination that observes learning in practice amongst workplace 

complexities. As Nicolini (2009a) suggests above, any account of practice must also 

zoom in on learning. This chapter comprises a theoretical exploration and positioning 

of learning and practice, to review relevant literature, and introduce the theoretical 

framework.   

 

To explore learning as it occurs in practice, this chapter introduces and explains the 

use of several inter-related conceptions: informal learning, work-integrated learning, 

workplace learning, practice theory, and sociomateriality. These concepts play a 

critical role in positioning the study within the broader traditions and ways of 

theorising learning and mark new territory for conceptualising learning in WIL.   
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Figure 1: Overview of Chapter 2 

 

As illustrated in Figure 1, the major sections of this chapter are structured as follows. 

First, informal and formal learning conceptions are clarified to help distinguish the 

learning that occurs through WIL, specifically when located in the workplace. 

Second, literature relevant to learning in WIL is presented, pointing to limitations for 

understanding what students do on placement. Third, Hager, Lee, and Reich’s (2012) 

ontological framework of learning is used to highlight the prevalence and 

implications of the standard paradigm of learning in education and to trace the 

emergence of an alternative, post-Cartesian and practice-based conception.  

 

Fourth, practice theory study is presented drawing on Schatzkian (Schatzki, 1996) 

notions of relationality and intelligibility of social practices. Fifth, practice theory is 

extended by highlighting the inseparability of materiality and practice through 

introducing theories of sociomateriality. A theoretical framework drawing together 

practice and sociomateriality is offered to examine informal learning as it transpires 

in everyday practices and sociomaterial assemblages.  

 

Informal learning and the workplace  

Informal learning is typically a term held in contrast to formal learning. Formal 

learning is associated with educational institutions such as schools, colleges, 

universities, training centres and so on where learners are taught the theories, laws, 

Informal learning & the workplace 

WIL models, trajectories & typologies 

Workplace learning 

Practice-based approaches 

Sociomateriality 
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methods, and skills of a profession or vocation (Wain, 1987). It follows a prescribed 

framework through tailored learning outcomes, where “those partaking of courses of 

formal learning have an idea of what they are likely to learn and they accept that 

learning will to some extent be under the control of the institution” (Hager & 

Halliday, 2006, p. 2). Formal learning is, therefore, related to structure, some form of 

monitoring, and institutional design and control.  

 

Informal learning is designated to everyday contexts, outside institutional and 

planned programs of instruction (Jones, Issroff, Scanlon, Clough & Mcandrew, 2006; 

Marsick & Watkins, 1990). Informal learning generally occurs in the absence of an 

intention to learn (Hager & Halliday, 2006) and is largely associated with work, 

professional, and lifelong learning (Hager & Halliday, 2006; Marsick, 2009; Marsick 

& Watkins, 1990). Traditionally concepts of informal learning have drawn on 

educational theorists including Dewey (1938), Argyris and Schon (1974), Knowles 

(1975), and Mezirow (1985), that emphasise some sort of experience for learning, 

critical reflection, and self-directedness (Marsick & Watkins, 1990). In summary, it 

could be said informal learning is unstructured, unplanned, and outside institutional 

control. 

 

However, a dichotomous stance on formal and informal learning may prove 

problematic when applied to working examples. Take for instance spontaneous 

learning activities such as a manager offering a colleague professional development 

advice, or a student coaching a peer at university. In the past two decades, blurring of 

the informal/formal learning boundaries has become increasing accepted as scholars 

recognise how “informal and formal learning are often inextricably intertwined” 

(Marsick, 2009, p. 271).  

 

An alternative way for thinking about informal/formal learning is the notion of a 

continuum (Eraut, 2004). A continuum avoids a dichotomy by focusing on activity as 

performed and accepting overlap rather than mutual exclusion. This is consistent 

with Colley, Hokinson and Malcom (2002) for whom informal and formal learning 

inter-relate and are best understood relative to “the wider historical, social, political 

and economic contexts of learning” (p.1).  
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The terms informal and formal learning are useful for this study as they help offer 

context to different perceptions of learning. WIL programs traverse higher education 

and work contexts, both of which may have different goals, evaluative measures, 

uses and applications for designing learning activities and reporting or 

communicating student learning. Within these contexts, literature, assumptions, and 

practices will be examined in this study to help unpack and better understand why 

learning on placement hasn’t been adequately accounted for in WIL assessments.  

 

Learning on placement is contextually located in workplaces, where informal 

learning has been a popular research area with professionals (Beckett & Hager, 2002; 

Hager & Halliday, 2002; Hager, et al., 2012). Informal learning as a research area 

has been described as inherently challenging  due to the largely invisible, tacit or 

taken for granted issues around informal learning (Eraut, 2004). In this chapter, those 

studies that focus on informal workplace learning that pay particular attention to 

practice will be drawn upon to frame ideas for approaching learning on placement. 

Next, however, literature in the domain of WIL will be introduced to find out how 

others are conceptualising learning more broadly for learners new to the workplace. 

 

WIL models, trajectories, and typologies  

For decades now, scholars and educators have sought to better frame and detail 

learning in WIL. From the viewpoint of employability and careers, comes several 

models espousing learning in WIL as development of generic, soft or work-related 

skills (Bennett, Dunne & Carre, 2000; Knight & Yorke, 2002, 2004; Moreland, 

2005). These models measure or capture development of skills and growth in 

knowledge in broad themes or categories such as metacognition, personal growth, 

workplace awareness, discipline skills, communication skills, networking, and 

interpersonal skills.  

 

Suggesting a sequential pathway of novice skill and development, Dreyfus and 

colleagues (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 2005; Dreyfus, Dreyfus & Athanasiou, 1986; 

Dreyfus, 2004) offer a five-stage model of skill acquisition to illustrate a trajectory of 

learning in a profession. They propose that a learner moves through five stages: 

novice, advanced beginner, competence, proficiency, and expertise. Others have 
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advanced this model by proposing that each stage comprises distinctive training and 

support needs: with more scaffolding required for novices and advanced beginners 

and less as the learner moves towards more autonomy and competence (Benner, 

1982; Smith & Sadler-Smith, 2006).  

 

Although employability models and Dreyfus and colleagues’ trajectory of learning 

have had substantial uptake, others have argued such approaches can be limited. 

Scholars that critique these models argue that they are at risk of promoting overly 

linear, rationalised and individualised approaches to learning (Fenwick, 2013; Price, 

Scheeres & Boud, 2009; Sawchuk & Taylor, 2010a). Employability models for 

example, are constrained in their explanation of how or why skills are learnt or what 

factors shape learning. These oversights can, as Yorke (2006) suggests, create more 

of a ‘wish list’ of best learning rather than an account of what students learn on 

placement.  

 

Rather than focussing on skills or examples of best learning, some have attempted to 

demonstrate what an ‘unsuccessful’ placement looks like. Studies have reported 

students returning from placements disillusioned and dissatisfied with their WIL 

placements (Purcell & Quinn, 1995). Students have described lack of support, high 

work pressure, marginal responsibility, micro-management, lack of appreciation, 

and/or being ignored, as contributing to this discontent (Bates, 2004; Waryszak, 

2000). Studies such as these offer insights into the diversity that transpires in WIL 

experiences. However, they rely largely on student perceptions of experiences post-

placement. 

 

One the most informative and relevant studies of learning for WIL, comes from a 

study involving direct observation of learning experiences led by Eraut (Eraut, 2000, 

2004; Eraut, Alderton, Cole & Senker, 2000; Eraut & Hirsh, 2007; Eraut et al., 

2003). Through a socio-cultural perspective of informal learning in the workplace, 

Eraut and Hirsh (Eraut, 2008a, 2008b; Eraut & Hirsh, 2007) adopt a tripartite lens on 

individual, team, and organisational factors to theorise learning as influenced by a 

number of contextual, capability, performance, and formal/informal learning factors. 

Much of Eraut and Hirsh’s work is derived from research conducted over a four year 
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period, observing and interviewing groups of first year professional accountants, 

engineers and nurses. Their research posed three questions: What is being learned at 

work? How is learning taking place? And, what factors affect the amount and 

direction of learning in the workplace?  

 

Eraut and Hirsh’s (2008a, 2008b; Eraut & Hirsh, 2007) findings suggest informal 

learning at work is mostly a by-product of everyday work processes. Learning is not 

recognised by the novice, who instead associates learning with classrooms, and is 

enhanced by working alongside experienced workers. To specifically inform WIL, 

Eraut and Hirsh (Eraut, 2008a, 2008b; Eraut & Hirsh, 2007) use their research to 

present a typology of learning in placements, where they categorise activities as 

either work processes, learning actions or learning processes (see Table 1). 

  

Table 1: Typology of learning in placements (Eraut, 2008b) 

Work Processes 
with learning as a 
by-product 

Learning Actions 
located within work or 
learning processes 

Learning Processes 
at or near the workplace 

Participation in groups 

Working alongside others 

Working with clients 
Consultation 

Tackling challenging tasks  

and roles 

Problem solving 

Trying things out 

Consolidating, extending 

And refining skills 

 

Asking questions 

Getting information 

Locating resource people 

Negotiating access 

Listening and observing 

Reflecting 

Learning from mistakes 

Giving and receiving 

feedback 

Use of mediating artefacts 

Being supervised 

Being coached 

Being mentored 

Shadowing 

Visiting other sites 

Conferences 

Short courses 

Working for qualification 

Independent study 

 

 

Within this typology, Eraut and Hirsh (2007) suggest that the best learning 

experiences on placement are derived from several conditions. First, the work 

provided is appropriately challenging, allocated, and structured. Second, students 

receive adequate feedback and support, and have the opportunity to interact and 
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develop relationships with colleagues. And third, students are proactive in their 

approach and make the most of their placement experience. Eraut (2008b) also offers 

a model of informal learning on placement where he suggests learning occurs in 

eight areas: academic knowledge and skills; task performance; role performance; 

decision making and problem solving; awareness and understanding; personal 

development; teamwork; and, judgement.  

 

In a similar way to Eraut, Billett (2009) places considerable importance on the 

student as learner in WIL but also stresses the challenges of learning across dual 

sites, “it is students who participate in, negotiate and learn in and across both practice 

and university settings” (p.31). Billett (2009) argues that while university teachers 

can plan for and organise curriculum and learning experiences in the university 

setting, the ‘enacted curriculum’ of the practice setting is far more difficult to plan 

for or shape. Instead, he suggests that effective learning on placement requires: 

preparation for participation in practice settings; heightened awareness about 

personal capabilities; peer and other forms of support; emphasis on the value of 

‘agentic learning’ (self-directedness); and, post-practice opportunities to share, 

reflect, and appraise experiences. 

 

Drawing out the complexities of performing in a work context, Yorke (2006) 

replaces the terms ‘knowledge’ and ‘skills’ with ‘understandings’ and ‘skilful 

practices’. He highlights “the importance of a rich appreciation of the relevant 

field(s) and of the ability to operate in situations of complexity and ambiguity” 

(Yorke, 2006, p. 13). Eraut, Billett, and Yorke’s appreciation for practice and the 

workplace is significant as it places the learner in the context of work, where learning 

is not easily captured in categories, rather it is complex and indefinite.    

 

One point of difference of Billett and Yorke’s work compared to Eraut’s, is that it 

speaks directly to learning within WIL contexts and structures. A limitation of 

Eraut’s findings is that his fieldwork was collected not through a WIL program but 

instead with early career professionals. While both cohorts, early career professionals 

and interns, share similar newness to work spaces, interns are learning within a 

particular higher education framework comprised of policies, programs, curriculum, 
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pre-specified learning outcomes, designated supervisors, and compulsory 

assessments. Interns are also in the work space for limited time, leave work 

placements for further study in educational spaces prior to being deemed capable 

professionals, and may or may not be paid.  

 

The implications of these factors relating specifically to informal learning in WIL, 

add further complexity to understanding learning on placement and have not to date 

been unpacked or examined. This gap in the literature warrants further attention. In 

order to explore the fundamental underpinnings of why learning on placement has 

been poorly understood, a theoretical focus on broader notions of learning in work 

contexts is considered next.  

    

Workplace learning  

Over much of the twentieth century workplace learning has been extensively 

researched and theorised (Hager, et al., 2012). Broadly, ‘learning’ stems from 

various origins in social theory (Bandura, 1977; Rotter, 1954), cultural studies (Cole 

& Bruner, 1971; Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003), philosophy (Aristotle, Dewey), 

psychology (Vygotsky, Piaget) anthropology, and education (Spindler, 1987). 

Learning can be described as a task, an achievement, a process, a product or an 

outcome (Beckett & Hager, 2002; Winch, 1998), and has been synthesised in various 

forms of inner states (Wittgenstein, 2001 [1958]), skills or competency factors 

(Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 2005; Lave & Wenger, 1991), or stages (Kolb, 1984). Because 

of its considerable diversity, learning is a term that has been described as ‘slippery’  

(Fenwick, et al., 2011), ‘free-floating’ (Usher & Edwards, 2007), ‘shape-shifting’ 

(Fenwick, 2010b), as well as almost “utterly hollowed out of any meaning worth 

discussing” (Fenwick, 2010b, p. 80).   

 

Given the various distinctions and understandings of learning, it is surprising that 

often in workplace literature ‘learning’ goes undefined and unchallenged (Fenwick, 

2010b). To remedy this conceptual concern, several scholars have presented 

frameworks to identify, map or categorise learning and approaches to knowledge. 

Fenwick (2010b) for instance, in a recent meta-review of workplace learning 

literature, points to eight different objects and maps of workplace learning: 



|27 
 

sensemaking and reflective dialogue; ‘levels’ of learning; networks of information 

transmission; communities of practice; individual human development; individual 

knowledge acquisition; co-participation and emergence; and, individuals in 

community. Fuller and Unwin (2002) offer five theoretical models of workplace 

learning: the transmission model of skills and knowledge transference; the tacit 

acquisition model; communities of practice model; the competence-based model; 

and, the activity theory model.  

 

Taking a philosophical rather than empirical point of view, Hager, Lee, and Reich 

(2012) offer fewer, broader, ontological classifications of learning. Drawing on ideas 

from adult education (Merriam, Caffarella & Braumgartner, 2007) as well as Hager’s 

recent work (2011), Hager, Lee, and Reich (2012) assemble theories of workplace 

learning into three dominant groups: cognitive-psychology-based theories; socio-

cultural theories; and, post-Cartesian theories. The delineation of these three 

categories is recited by others (Aberton, 2009; Fenwick, et al., 2012; Mulcahy, 

2012). Mulcahy (2012) for instance, discusses three ‘tales’ of learning: learning as 

growth in representational knowledge; learning as participating in the practices of a 

social group; and, learning as assemblages of knowledgeable practice.  

 

Hager, Lee, and Reich’s (2012) meta-analysis of learning is useful to this study, for 

three reasons. First, it provides a coherent framework to discuss ontological, 

epistemological and philosophical distinctions amongst leading learning theories. 

Second, it maps and underscores prevalent conceptual shifts adopted in 

contemporary learning literature. Third, it offers a sound platform to articulate 

influences of philosophy and psychology in educational literature and practice. 

However, Hager, Lee, and Reich (2012) acknowledge that these three domains are an 

imperfect way of mapping the literature terrain. The boundaries between domains are 

abstruse, some categories may overlap and others may dispute particular inclusions, 

exclusions and forms. To avoid a trichotomy of learning theories, these blurry 

boundaries will be indicated as the three domains are unpacked in the following 

sections.  
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Cognitive-psychology-based theories of learning 

Hager, Lee, and Reich’s (2012) first domain introduces a history of modern science 

that is key to historical approaches to learning in psychology, work, and education. 

Although there have been many potential contributors to the philosophy behind 

cognitive-psychology based theories, the ideas of seventeenth-century philosopher 

Rene Descartes are particularly important. Influenced by his predecessors Plato and 

Aristotle, Descartes questioned the nature of being and concluded that he can be 

certain that he exists because he thinks (Vinci, 1998). Thinking, he claims, is a 

separate activity from the body, which works like a machine to filter information 

towards the mind (Vinci, 1998). His doctrine has come to be known as Cartesian 

dualism, a separation of mind/body where mind is privileged over bodily 

performances.  

 

Later opposing Cartesian rationalism, the empiricist school of thought led by Hume 

and Locke, argued that knowledge does involve the body; it is experienced through 

the senses. The empiricists introduced a philosophy of science emphasising testing of 

hypotheses and theories against observations rather than internal intuition or Kantian 

notions of ‘apriori’ knowledge (Locke, Berkeley & Hume, 1974). The scientific 

approach of the empiricists and the implicit centralisation of cognition introduced by 

Descartes, developed interest in the science of mind, leading to theories and practices 

in modern-day psychology. The Gestalt movement in Europe and later the 

Behaviourist movement fronted by scholars such as Pavlov, Watson and Skinner, 

advanced perspectives on learning by reasoning that behaviours can be learnt through 

sanctions and rewards and that knowledge can be acquired, stored, transformed, and 

applied (Fenwick, 2010b; Macdonald, 2001). The widespread acceptance of 

cognition as central to human knowing became embedded in everyday society, being 

further represented in culture, language, art, and psyche.  

 

These prevailing mentalist notions of knowledge dominated nineteenth century 

constructions of work and education. During this time and in response to labour 

market needs, mass educational institutions were erected to certify workers as 

skilled, casting learning as a type of commodity (Hager & Halliday, 2006). This 

front-end model of learning (Beckett & Hager, 2002) took place in classrooms away 
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from the workplace, formalising learning as a type of product and positioning 

educational institutions as its gatekeepers. This treatment of learning is closely tied 

with assumptions around formal learning and has been named by Beckett and Hager 

(2002) as the ‘standard paradigm of learning’.  

    

The standard paradigm of learning represents an individualistic and atomistic 

conception of learning underpinned by cognitive-psychology-based theories in three 

main ways: First, knowing is cast as universal, something that can be acquired and 

applied; second, learning is transparent “as if we recognize that we have both a 

capacity to learn and a capacity to bring to mind what has been learned” (Winch, 

1998, p. 19); and third, all mental events and activities are foremost in the learning 

process. These features resonate with Cartesian dualism through a preoccupation 

with thinking (what minds do) rather than action in the world (what bodies do) 

(Winch, 1998, p. 63). Learning in this domain can be described as, put simply, 

‘growth in knowledge’ (SØrensen, 2009), where “knowledge is understood as mental, 

and practice is irrelevant for knowledge achievement” (SØrensen, 2009, pp. 177-178, 

emphasis added). 

 

The standard paradigm of learning has been critiqued on a number of grounds. 

Common criticisms include its excessive individualism, devaluation of non-

propositional learning, a focus on intellectual understanding rather than its 

application, and a reduction of learning into hierarchies and dichotomies  (Beckett & 

Hager, 2002; Hager & Halliday, 2006). 

 

One of the most noteworthy scholars challenging the standard paradigm of learning 

is Donald Schön (1983, 1987). Schön called into question the prevailing 

epistemology of formal education as ‘technical rationality’ by arguing that problems 

in professional practice are messy and confusing, and best addressed not with 

technical knowledge, but through reflection-in-action. His critique highlights a 

hierarchy of knowledge, whereby higher education privileges the general, theoretical 

and propositional over the applied, technical, and indeterminate. According to Schön 

(1987) “what aspiring practitioners need most to learn, professional schools seem 

least able to teach” (p.8). He argues that students would benefit from learning 
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through a reflective curriculum where they learn the type of artistry essential to 

professional practice.  

 

Schön’s theory of learning remains close to cognitive-psychology assumptions of 

knowledge by placing (mentalist notions of) reflection at the core of professional 

practice (Fenwick, 2000, 2010b). His theory, however, also draws on elements of 

experience through his assertion that “our knowing is in action” (Schön, 1983, p. 49). 

The positioning of reflection as a theory of learning is, therefore, complex and 

largely dependent on the ontological orientation of the academic. Other 

preoccupations with reflective learning resonate within this first domain, having 

sought to find various ways to harness individuals’ knowledge, measure competency, 

promote self-directed learning, and transform ‘tacit’ knowledge into ‘explicit’ 

knowledge (Atkinson & Coffey, 2002; Fenwick, 2008a). These conceptions 

proliferate in recent workplace learning research, despite efforts to point out 

oversights of important contextual, cultural, collective, and social aspects of learning 

(Fenwick, 2010b). Nevertheless, Schön’s work has had significant implications in the 

professions and higher education by framing learning as more than isolated, 

cognitive phenomena, suggesting learning takes place in practice.     

 

Socio-cultural theories of learning  

Hager, Lee, and Reich’s (2012) second domain clusters studies that problematise 

individual and mentalist assumptions of learning to foreground social and cultural 

phenomena. Early contributors to the philosophy and conception of socio-cultural 

theories, particularly those of Ryle, Polanyi, Vygotsky and Dewey, challenge the 

dominance of mentalist approaches to human knowledge. Ryle’s (1949) distinction 

between ‘knowing how’ from ‘knowing that’, Polanyi’s (1962) recognition of tacit 

and explicit knowledge, Vygotsky’s (1978) internalisation and ‘tool-mediated 

action’, and Dewey’s (1938) observations of the hierarchy between theoretical 

‘higher’ knowledge and its practical ‘lower’ counterpart, suggest a much larger role 

of things outside one’s mind.  

 

In the late 1900s, an emergence of learning theories introducing aspects of 

experience or ‘learning by doing’ were developed (Edgar, 2012). In education, 
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Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model drew attention to individual learning 

processes, through a cycle of experience, reflection, thinking, and active 

experimentation. Other educational movements including experiential education, 

action learning and cooperative education or WIL, were also growing, introducing 

students to learning through practical activities. Similarly in the workplace, learning 

was being re-framed as not just a ‘thing’ or “contained within individual minds” but 

rather as “distributed across persons, tools, and learning environments” (Leander, 

Phillips & Taylor, 2010, p. 330). The workplace setting was receiving attention for 

being more than the location of learning but also the influence of what was being 

learnt (Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989; Chaiklin & Lave, 1993).     

      

Around the turn of the 21st century, another group of scholars emerged who began to 

emphasise a collective focus of learning, suggesting learning to be an increase in the 

skilled performance of practitioners through participation in a social group (Bratton, 

Mills, Pyrch & Sawchuk, 2003; Hager, 2004). Community of practice (COP) theories 

first arose in anthropological and educational studies, and later popularised by the 

work of Lave and Wenger (1991; Wenger, 1998, 2003). On their account, learning is 

a continual, social process of engagement in a practice community, described as 

legitimate peripheral participation (LPP). Through LPP a newcomer gains 

knowledge of the profession as s/he is socialised into their ways of seeing, doing, and 

speaking, to gradually become a full member of the community of practice. This 

includes learning from such things as: 

…who is involved, what they do, what everyday life is like, how masters talk, 

walk, work, and generally conduct their lives, how people who are not part of 

the community of practice interact with it, what other learners are doing, and 

what learners need to learn to become full practitioners. It includes an 

increasing understanding of how, when and about what old-timers collaborate, 

collude, and collide, and what they enjoy, dislike, respect, and admire (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991, p. 95). 

By entering a community of practice, a novice assimilates new skills and knowledge 

but also confirms, subverts, changes, or sustains the social order of the practice. Lave 

and Wenger’s (1991) work has made major contributions to understanding the 
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collaborative contribution of learning as well as the impetus of practice as deeply 

connected with learning (Nicolini, 2013).  

 

Some scholars have found limitations with COP, taking issue with the implied 

parameters of community as too singular and localised (Aberton, 2009; Fenwick, et 

al., 2012). Arguments highlight COP theory as failing to recognise the complex 

relations and movements that permeate across multiple sites (Fenwick, et al., 2012); 

the distribution and circulation of power, learning, and change within and across 

communities (Aberton, 2009); and, the multiple ways knowledge is mobilised and 

connected across contexts (Aberton, 2009). It has also been pointed out that for a 

novice entering a practice, learning as skilled participation in social practices could 

assume learning is the result of participation in a one-way direction from outside-in 

(Fenwick, et al., 2012). In a move to not just recognise but centralise practice, a 

conceptual shift has been instated from ‘community of practice’ to ‘practices of the 

community’ (Gherardi, 2009a). To further challenge fixed notions of boundaries and 

emphasise the inseparability of learning and practice, a third domain of learning is 

introduced that opens up learning to more than social and cultural affordances 

(Gherardi, 2009b). 

 

Post-Cartesian theories of learning 

Hager, Lee, and Reich’s (2012) third domain denotes a move away from cognitive 

and individualised theories or even accounts that are primarily social or cultural. 

Supported by recent developments in science (e.g., Barad, Bohr), philosophy (e.g., 

Foucault, Haraway, Heidegger, Kuhn, Taylor, Wittgenstein), and social science (e.g., 

Marx, Simmel, Weber) these approaches make an ontological and epistemological 

move beyond the limitations of Cartesian dualisms of mind/body, individual/context, 

object/subject, social/material, and human/non-human.  

 

The work of twentieth century philosophers Wittgenstein, Heidegger, and Foucault 

have laid the foundations for a number of post-Cartesian theories of learning. 

Interestingly, both Wittgenstein and Heidegger experienced a move in their 

philosophical alignments, initially advocating Cartesian thought and then shifting to 

a relational view of knowledge (Finch, 2001). Wittgenstein’s departure from 
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Cartesian epistemology is grounded in his assertion that language and contexts 

produce human knowing. He argues that all our knowledge, concepts, and judgments 

obtain their meaning by the participative actions of the ‘language-games’ and ‘forms 

of life’ in which they are performed (Wittgenstein, 2001 [1958]). Words only have 

definite meaning in relation to practical activities, therefore, “we don’t have to know 

the meaning, we have to do the meaning” (Finch, 2001, p.12, italics added). His 

work suggests learning is embedded in action, language, and ways of life.  

 

Heidegger’s divergence from Cartesian theories is linked to his existential and 

phenomenological explorations of ‘Dasein’ and the ‘question of Being’. Heidegger 

asserts that human knowledge is always embodied and enacted, that our 

“understanding isn’t something we possess (a collection of facts or bits of 

knowledge), but something we do” (Wrathall, 2005, p. 22). He proposes that our way 

of being in the world is founded not by our thinking nature, but by “performing 

actions in the right manner and for the appropriate purpose, by using objects 

correctly in the proposed context, and by dealing with people appropriately” 

(Wrathall, 2005, p.22). Learning, therefore, is inextricably linked with 

appropriateness and action, because any understanding has its meaning in an act of 

understanding (Heidegger, 1953).  

 

In a similar vein, Foucault espouses the inseparability of knowledge and action, 

however, concentrates his efforts on explicating the relationship between power and 

knowledge. For Foucault (1978), power/knowledge “is not something that is 

acquired, seized or shared, something that one holds on to or allows to slip away” 

(p.94), but rather it is something produced within local socio-historical, material 

conditions of knowledgeable practices. He argues that in our everyday lives, there 

are multiple ‘disciplining practices’ and ‘regimes of truth’ that position us to do 

things in certain ways (Rose, 1999). For example, in a workplace our actions are 

(implicitly or explicitly) governed by policies, power dynamics and ‘ways of doing 

things’. In contrast to Cartesian notions of fixed, determined subjectivities in which 

identities are static, Foucault’s (1991) notion of ‘governmentality’ (read as ‘govern’ 

producing order and ‘mentality’ ways of knowing) espouses that we each have 

multiple ‘subject positions’ depending on how the context or discourse produces our 
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actions. Learners, therefore, can be positioned and re-positioned depending on the 

context or discourse because learning is imbued with discursive power.  

 

It is within these powerful lines of argument, that contemporary theorists Beckett and 

Hager (2002) claim the standard paradigm of learning “is nowadays regarded as but 

one narrative amongst several” (p.12). Influenced by post-modernity and drawing on 

Wittgenstein, Heidegger, and Foucault, Beckett and Hager (2002) clearly locate their 

work as a critique of Cartesian influences. Their post-modern view on education 

aims to: 

…critique what we see as the excessive individualism of Western policies, and 

many practices which are predicated on the self-directed learner. The 

autonomous chooser (= consumer) is given free reign by the ideology of neo-

liberalism, which endorses the isolated practitioner and individualistic learner. 

Instead we explore relational practices, and we advocate connections between 

particularistic experiences in their socio-culturally specific contexts (Beckett & 

Hager, 2002, p. 15). 

Beckett and Hager (2002) point out the limitations of the prevalent educative model 

that focuses on the self-directed learner in a way that places an over emphasis on 

individualism in higher education.  

 

In their practice-based approach, the standard paradigm of learning is exposed as a 

grand or meta-narrative that is too universal in scope. To address this shortcoming, 

Beckett and Hager develop a theory of practice-based informal workplace learning6, 

where learning is shaped in the situation, inseparable from the whole person, their 

language, actions, discourses, practices, passions, experiences, histories, and 

feelings. This approach is reinforced by what they call the ‘emerging paradigm of 

learning’:     

It has a holistic, integrative emphasis that aims to avoid dualisms such as 

mind/body, theory/practice, thought/action, pure/applied, education/training, 

intrinsic/instrumental, internal/external, learner/world, knowing that/knowing 

                                                 
6 Beckett and Hager claim their approach encompasses all aspects of paid (employment) and non-paid 
(hobbies, house work) work, however locate this particular explication of their theory within a 
workplace context. 
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how, and process/product. It incorporates both sides of these ubiquitous 

dualisms, it does not reject as such either pole of these dualisms. For instance 

there is no rejection of propositional knowledge…What is rejected is the view 

that propositions are the epitome of knowledge, and have a timeless, 

independent existence. The emerging paradigm of learning brings together the 

propositional with the active… (Beckett & Hager, 2002, p. 150).  

For Beckett and Hager (2002) the emerging paradigm of learning is underpinned by 

educational movements influenced by Dewey and Wittgenstein. They suggest that 

within the emerging paradigm of learning, knowledge is intrinsically linked with 

judgements, where not all knowledge can be represented verbally or in writing. In 

dissolving established dualisms, they note that rather than being polar opposites, the 

“standard paradigm of learning is best seen as a limited and special instance of the 

emerging paradigm of learning” (Beckett & Hager, 2002, p. 151). 

 

Their theory on practice-based informal workplace learning highlights informal 

learning as a rich source of knowledge that has been largely overlooked in educative 

practices. By decentring traditional conceptions and paying attention to the ‘local, the 

personal and the particular’, Beckett and Hager (2002) further explicate the 

following characteristics of the emerging paradigm of learning: 

1. it is organic/ holistic 

2. it is contextual 

3. it is activity- and experience-based 

4. it arises in situations where learning is not the main aim 

5. it is activated by learners rather than by teachers/ trainers 

6. it is often collaborative/ collegial 

To illustrate the inclusion of the whole person, Beckett and Hager paint a picture of 

the ‘organic learner’ outlined in Table 2. In this table, while organic learner is 

positioned alongside of the Cartesian learner, it is not representative of contrast or 

preference. In a post-modern paradigm binary polarities “conceal as much as they 

reveal” (Beckett and Hager, 2002, p.164). Instead, it shows how in organic learning, 

formal and informal learning are entwined in various admixtures through practice.  
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Table 2: Cartesian learner vs. Organic learner (Beckett & Hager, 2002, p. 95)  

 
  

Organic learning deals with whole experiences at work, including the affective 

(feelings) side of learning and appropriateness. Aligning oneself with the norms and 

practices of the workplace, demonstrates a kind of “transactional relationship in 

which both learners and their environment change together” (Beckett & Hager, 2002, 

p. 9). This change signifies the way identities are shaped and evolve, are “contiguous 

and yet overlap, and they are constructible and reconstructable in particular practices 

that are intended to be educative” (Beckett & Hager, 2002, p.13). Organic learning 

focuses on the individual in the sense that their ‘selfhood’ is that of a living 

embodied being that is constructed or shaped by work.   

 

In a final thread of argument, Beckett and Hager (2002) contend that recognition and 

appreciation for organic learning and the emerging paradigm of learning will only 

occur if the antiquated individualist or excessively socio-cultural concepts of 

learning are decentred or displaced. Exploring related issues of knowledge, learning, 

change, and intelligibility, a growing body of theorists and practitioners are doing 

just this by endorsing approaches that centralise practice to understand and explain 

what people know, learn, and do. In the following section, practice and practice 

theory are detailed to build upon the theoretical positioning of learning in this part as 

post-modern, post-Cartesian, and characterised in an emerging paradigm of learning.      

Cartesian learner Organic learner 

Essentially a mind  

Rational 

A unity, singular  

Unchanging self, integrated, fixed  

Being   

Private   

Solitary, self-contained  

Independent   

Spectator, apart from the world 

Autonomous   

An embodied person 

Organic, whole person 

Evolving, in flux  

Evolving self 

Becoming, process 

Public 

Social, sociocentric 

Interdependent 

Actor, agent immersed in the world 

Socially shaped autonomy 
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Practice-based approaches 

The term ‘practice’ has multiple meanings in use (Tsoukas, 2009; Wittgenstein, 2001 

[1958]). In clarifying a term, Hager (2012) points out “clearly different usages of the 

term do different kinds of work, and authors will deploy the term in ways that seem 

most useful for their particular purposes” (p.3). The common place use of the term 

practice denotes: a contrast to theory; a demonstration of skill (such as violin 

practice); a rehearsal to improve technique (practise); or, a professional organisation 

or business (such as accounting or legal practice). Given its diverse use, the term 

practice can be ambiguous in meaning and scope (Gherardi, 2009b, 2012; Hager, 

2012; Hager, et al., 2012; Schatzki, 2001b). In this thesis, ‘practice’ is used in several 

ways to describe a collection of theories from diverse historical backgrounds and a 

shared ontological belief of social practice as the fundamental building block of 

social life (Schatzki, Cetina & von Savigny, 2001). 

 

The ‘practice turn’ denotes a significant shift in social theory and philosophy that 

advocates practices as the primary form of social analysis (Schatzki, et al., 2001). 

This contemporary shift values the attributes and actions of people and things as 

inseparable from where they are produced and how they operate together in the 

world. Drawing strongly on Wittgenstein and Heidegger, Schatzki (1996) positions 

practices ontologically by claiming that social order transpires through the 

‘intelligibility’ and ‘sociality’ acquired through shared relational practices. That is, 

“we learn how to act intelligibly through the socialisation that occurs during the 

performance of everyday practices” (Sykes & Dean, 2013, p.184).  

 

Contemporary practice philosophers and theorists include Barad, Bourdieu, Giddens, 

MacIntyre, Rouse, and Schatzki, many of whom have inspired a proliferation of 

practice-based work in organizational and educational studies (e.g., Gherardi, 2009c; 

Hager, et al., 2012; Price, Johnsson, Scheeres, Boud & Soloman, 2012; Raelin, 

2009). This study is particularly influenced by Schatzki’s (1996; 2001a, 2002; 2009) 

approach to practice, who views it as: 

…a temporally and spatially dispersed set of doings and sayings that are linked 

in certain ways. Through: understandings of what to do and say, explicit rules, 

principles, precepts and instructions, and teleoaffective structures of ends, 
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projects, tasks, purposes and beliefs, emotions and moods (Schatzki, 1996, pp. 

89-90). 

His account is premised on the understanding that the social world fundamentally 

transpires by the ‘hanging together’ of human practices. For Schatzki, practices are 

organised (in the sense there is some degree of predictability, routine and order to 

what we do), open-ended (yet what we do is always subject to change), and spatio-

temporal (taking place in a specific time and place that has wide implications for 

what we can and can’t do). Every practice is intrinsically interlaced with other 

‘practice-arrangement meshes’ (Schatzki, 2009), for example, human resource 

practices link and overlap with nexuses of activity across the organisation including 

management, cleaning, and information technology practices. While practice theory 

is multi-faceted, two aspects useful in this study and explicated next are the way 

practices relate us to others and other-ness, and how practices can be of different 

orders.  

 

The relationality of practices  

A lively philosophical debate in practice-based studies has centred on the extent to 

which practices are ontologically relational or individual. According to arguments 

put forward by philosopher Stephen Turner (1994, 2001), the notion of practice 

implies an element of habituation in the ways things are learnt and handed down to 

individuals. Turner notes that ‘practice’ can be variously interchanged with 

‘tradition’ or ‘tacit knowledge’ to explain continuities among the activities of 

specific groups (Turner, 1994, 2001). His theory rejects any explanatory appeal of 

social practices, suggesting instead that practices are transmissible between people, 

and individual to individual, in a way that preserves the practice over time.  

 

A second camp of practice-based scholars contest Turner’s notion, arguing that it 

overlooks important social learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rouse, 2001). 

According to this alternative conception, practices are taken-up and repeated over 

time as others who share the practice, regard certain actions as appropriately 

answerable to the norms of correct or incorrect practice. On this normative 

conception (Rouse, 2001, 2007), the boundaries of practice are identified by how one 

performance responds to another; correcting, accepting or rejecting it. Learning a 
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practice under this normative conception occurs in “relations among practitioners, 

their practice, the artefacts of that practice, and the social organisation and political 

economy of communities of practice” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 122). Practices are, 

therefore, inseparable from the contexts in which they are enacted and shared, that is, 

they are relational.   

 

A relational ontology emphasises that “everything that is has no existence apart from 

its relation to other things” (Langley & Tsoukas, 2010, p. 3). If practices are the 

medium through which lives interrelate (Schatzki, 1996) then they are critical to the 

“production, reproduction, and transformation of the social and organizational 

world” (Nicolini, 2013, p. 14). Practices infuse time and space in a way that is 

interrelating, as Shotter (1996a) points out “… everything we do in practice, in being 

a response to another or otherness in our surroundings, inevitably relates us to them 

in some way” (p.294). In other words, people are fundamentally, and often 

unintentionally or unconsciously, responsive to what is around them. Humans are 

embedded in the social world through ‘temporally irreversible relational activity’ 

(Shotter, 1996b). As Law (2007) explains, in this view it is not the individual human 

that is elevated – but the practice: 

It is the practices (including the people) that come first. It is their materiality, 

their embodiment, their diurnal and organisational periodicities, their 

architectural forms that are central. And those practices are often pretty 

obdurate. In this way of thinking practices make the world (p.145). 

The universality of practices 

If the world transpires by relational interconnections and the ‘hanging together’ of 

practices, is it right then to say that everything could be a practice? What determines 

what is and is not a practice? According to Schatzki (1996), practice-order bundles 

are comprised of two types: dispersed and integrative practices. Dispersed practices 

are those found spread across different areas of social life, characterised as nexuses 

of doings and sayings linked to the practice they express (Schatzki, 1996). Examples 

of disperse practices are ‘to question’, ‘to follow’, ‘to confirm’, and ‘to interrogate’. 

Dispersed practices are to be considered in relation to one another, such as ‘to 

question’ in relation to ‘to understand’.  
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Integrative practices, on the other hand, represent particular sectors of social life and 

are composed of dispersed practices. It is these integrative practices that Schatzki 

refers to when he says practices are composed of understandings of what to do and 

say, rules, and teleoaffective structures. Examples of integrative practices may 

include medical practices, accounting practices, religious practices and cooking 

practices. Human resources practices, for example are integrative practices that 

might comprise various dispersed practices of ‘to listen’, ‘to evaluate’, ‘to question’, 

and ‘to report’. Schatzki (1996) warns, however, not to take dispersed practices as 

easily substituted within integrative practices. Rather, as dispersed practices are 

enacted, they are transformed through the integrative practice of which they are part 

and, thus, can be performed within multiple practices.   

 

Understanding practice has important analytical implications when examining what 

and how people learn in specific contexts. Within these contexts, as Beckett and 

Hager (2002) and others have highlighted, a practice-based lens affords analytical 

insight into the social, cultural, and contextual factors from which practices are 

produced. However, while social, cultural, and contextual factors are important 

levels of analysis, according to an increasing body of organisational and educational 

research - so too is materiality (Gherardi & Nicolini, 2000; Law, 2007; Orlikowski, 

2006; SØrensen, 2009). Where this study departs from socio-cultural theories of 

practice and learning, is through the way in which materiality is positioned. 

Typically held in the background as context, the following section demonstrates the 

entanglement of materiality with the social in practice. 

 

Sociomateriality: Moving background to the foreground 

Everyday practices and the knowing generated as a result is deeply bound up in 

the material forms, artifacts, spaces, and infrastructures through which humans 

act. Consider any human action, and then ask about its materiality. Immediately, 

it becomes apparent that human action is highly dependent on a whole lot of 

‘stuff’ – buildings, machines, vehicles, clothes, rooms, desks, chairs, tables, 

phones, computers, books, paper, pens, and so on – not to mention the ‘stuff’ 

that is less apparent – air, electricity, water and sewage infrastructures, data and 

voice networks, and so on (Orlikowski, 2006, p. 460).  
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Arguing for the under-theorisation of materiality, Orlikowski (2006) illuminates the 

important role of materials in everyday life. Although frequently treated as 

background noise, leading theorists Barad, Fenwick, and Orlikowski amongst others, 

are contesting that human action is highly dependent on this ‘stuff’ (Barad, 2007; 

Fenwick, 2010a; Fenwick, et al., 2011; Orlikowski, 2006).  

 

Perspectives that equally recognise social (human) and material (non-human) forces 

as knotted in everyday practice are known as sociomaterial (Fenwick, 2010a, 2012b, 

2014; Orlikowski, 2007). The purpose of a sociomaterial lens is not to reify or bring 

into focus things, but to: 

…contest the notion that things (including objects, texts, human bodies, 

intensions, concepts etc.) exist separately and prior to the lines of relations that 

must be constructed among them, and to examine the dynamic process of 

materialization – including material and discursive practices – through which 

things emerge and act in what are indeterminate entanglements of local 

everyday practice (Fenwick, 2010a, p. 107).  

Objects and humans act upon one another in ways that mutually transform their 

characteristics and activity (Fenwick, et al., 2011). Learning, therefore, is not treated 

as something external, enduring, or owned by an individual. Learning is entangled in 

the sociomateriality of performing practices, in relations among people as well as 

materials (Davis & Sumara, 2006; Fenwick, 2010a; Fenwick & Edwards, 2011; 

Fenwick, et al., 2012; Sawchuk, 2008). 

 

Sociomateriality brings forward the notion of affect in practice. Affect draws up how 

those unsayable and invisible dimensions are enacted, penetrate space or are ‘felt on 

the pulses’ (Thrift, 2008). Attending to the pre-cognitive and practical, work on 

affect has seen uptake in a wide-range of disciplines including neuroscience 

(Damasio, 2000), cultural, and political studies (Blackman & Venn, 2010; Thorpe & 

Rinehart, 2010), cultural geography (Duff, 2010; Thrift, 2008), education (Alsop & 

Watts, 2003), feminism (Clough, 2009; Sedgwick, 2003), and organizations (Iedema, 

2011). In this view, affect is a more than a human psychological or emotional state, it 

is a general capacity or intensity that animates matter and, thus, is an integral part of 

sociomaterial perspectives. 
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A range of disciplines are adopting a sociomaterial view of materiality in a way that 

“does not ignore it, take it for granted or treat it as a special case” (Orlikowski, 2007, 

p. 1437). Scholars such as Orlikowski and Fenwick, have brought this approach into 

focus in broad areas of organisational studies (Beyes & Steyaert, 2012; Fenwick, 

2010a; Fenwick, et al., 2012; Gherardi, 2001; Orlikowski, 2007, 2010; Orlikowski & 

Scott, 2008) and education (Edwards, Tracy & Jordan, 2011; Fenwick & Edwards, 

2011; Fenwick, et al., 2011; Mulcahy, 2012).  

 

Historically, several theories are well known for exploring ideas relating to the 

importance of material entities for shaping the social. Fenwick and her colleagues 

(2011) recognise four: complexity theory, cultural historical activity theory (CHAT), 

spatiality theory, and actor-network theory (ANT). Together they share common 

features in conceiving social and material forces, culture, nature and technology as 

enmeshed in everyday practice. All four perspectives are also somewhat 

heterogeneous and contested sites of inquiry yet have had wide uptake over time and 

across multiple fields of interests. 

 

Complexity theory is derived from mathematical and ecological systems (Fenwick, 

2012a), and represents a holistic analysis that shows how all things (individuals, 

tools, technologies, ideas and environments) are continually brought forth in 

unpredictable, non-linear and self-organising systems. Complexity theory offers new 

understandings of collective cognition, not as a locatable process or phenomenon, but 

reinterpreted as “joint participation, a choreography” (Davis, Sumara & Luce-Kapler, 

2000, p. 74). Learning, therefore, is identified as “a process through which one 

becomes capable of more sophisticated, more flexible, more creative action” (Davis, 

et al., 2000, p. 73). Complexity theory has been used as an analytical lens in 

education to investigate: the introduction of a service-learning subject (Farias, 2009); 

learning activity in classrooms and lecture halls (Fenwick et al., 2011); and, an 

ontological shift in adult education from reflection and representation to materiality 

and embodiment (Fenwick, 2003). 

 

Cultural historical activity theory (CHAT) originated from Marxist traditions and 

1920s Russian psychologists and was later expanded on by Vygotsky (1978, 1986 
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[1962]) and Engeström (1999). CHAT theorists espouse the network as the primary 

unit of analysis, relations in a collective, artefact-mediated, and object-oriented 

activity system. These systems are multi-voiced, can be understood through their 

historicity and are driven by contradiction and instabilities (Engeström, 1999). 

CHAT takes an ‘expansive’ view of learning that centralises communities over 

individual learners; horizontal movement and hybridization over vertical one-way 

improvement from incompetence to competence; and, processes that formulate 

theoretical knowledge and concepts over the acquisition of knowledge (Engeström, 

2011). In other words, “learners learn something that is not yet there” (Engeström, 

2011, p. 74). CHAT has been drawn upon in education, for example, to demonstrate 

learning as a social, active, and non-linear process where pre-service teachers learn 

through engagement with a range of people, objects, and activities (Blanton, 

Simmons & Warner, 2001).   

 

Spatiality theory followed what some called the ‘spatial turn’ in social sciences in the 

1990s, and draws on Marxism, postcolonialism, science and technology, as well as 

various academic disciplines such as geography and architecture. Spatiality theory 

commonly examines the social and material constitution of space and is concerned 

with understanding the political, economic, or power relationships and dynamics of 

social practices (Edwards, et al., 2011). In education, spatial theory has been used to 

investigate issues pertaining to “how spaces become learning spaces, how they are 

constituted in ways that enable or inhibit learning, create inequities or exclusions, or 

open and limit possibilities for new practices and knowledge” (Fenwick, et al., 2011, 

p. 11). Exploring the boundaries of technology in education, Edwards and colleagues 

(2011) point out that “space is not considered a static container into which teachers 

and students are poured, or a backcloth against which action takes place, but a 

dynamic multiplicity that is constantly being enacted by simultaneous practices” 

(p.221).  

 

Actor-network theory (ANT) is considered a family of theories (Latour, 2005) or a 

sensibility (Fenwick et al., 2011) around central notions of relations, performativity, 

and enactment (Mol, 2002). ANT is broadly known for its “commitment to practice 

and stuff of the world” (Law, 2008, p. 643) and how practices are productive and 
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make things (Law, 2007). Learning is taken to be a joint exercise within a network 

that is spread across space and time that includes materials – tools, pens, white 

boards, computers, charts – as well as humans. Learning is a performed 

accomplishment, that is “no agent or knowledge has an essential existence outside a 

given network: Nothing is given in the order of things but performs itself into 

existence” (Fenwick, 2006a, pp. 294-295). Employing an ANT analytic, Edwards 

and Nicoll (2004) demonstrate how formalised workplace learning outcomes in WIL 

programs are fraught with complexity, as each novice may be mobilised in different 

ways with potentially different motivations, understandings and priorities of what is 

to be learnt and achieved through the program. They argue investigating these 

conflicts and differences offers a basis to make explicit the politics about the norms 

inscribed in specific practices. 

 

In recent years, a leading theorist espousing the ontological inseparability of humans 

and non-humans that is drawn on in many sociomaterial studies is the quantum 

physicist and philosopher Karen Barad. Barad (2003) draws attention to materiality 

to highlight the way it has gone unnoticed in favour of other aspects of everyday 

practice: “Language matters. Discourse matters. Culture matters. But there is an 

important sense in which the only thing that does not seem to matter anymore is 

matter” (p.801).  

 

Barad’s ideas are strongly influenced by Bohr’s scientific experiments that were 

discovered not by thinking about science - but by doing it. Bohr’s work highlights 

the intimate connection of ontological, epistemological, methodological, and ethical 

issues in science practices, to contend that we are inseparable from the nature we 

seek to understand. In other words: 

We do not uncover pre-existing facts about independently existing things as 

they exist frozen in time like little statues positioned in the world. Rather, we 

learn about phenomena - specific material configurations of the world’s 

becoming (Barad, 2009, pp. 90-91). 

In opposition to the ‘Cartesian cut’ that underpins an ontology of distinct boundaries 

between and among humans and non-human actors, Barad (2003) argues for the 

entanglement of knower/known, observer/observed, humans/non-humans, 
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things/words through what she calls ‘agential realist ontology’. That is, phenomena 

are enacted amidst our intra-action7 in the world (Barad, 2003). Drawing on feminist 

studies and philosophers of science (e.g., Butler, Haraway, Latour and Rouse), 

Barad’s performative epistemology is materialist, naturalist, and posthumanist, it 

“allows matter its due as an active participant in the world’s becoming, in its ongoing 

intra-activity” (Barad 2003, p. 803, emphasis in original). A posthumanist approach 

gives rise to the agential relationship of humans and nonhumans, their boundaries 

and entanglement in the production of practices, thus, the focus is shifted from 

“questions of correspondence between descriptions and reality (e.g., do they mirror 

nature or culture) to matters of practices/doings/actions” (Barad, 2003, p. 802). 

 

While Barad (2003) directs attention to material-discursive practices, Orlikowski 

(2007, 2010) extends Barad’s work to advance notions of sociomateriality and the 

inherent inseparability between the technical and the social. Orlikowski, an 

organizational and information systems theorist, uses sociomaterial practices to 

describe how relations and boundaries between social and material, humans and 

technology are “not pre-given or fixed, but enacted in practice” (Orlikowski & Scott, 

2008, p. 462). Her empirical work for example, shows how new sociomaterial 

practices emerge when the boundaries of ‘work’ are extended for employees 

provided new with BlackBerry phones (Orlikowski, 2007).  

 

Barad and Orlikowski’s work have been the catalyst for a lively debate in 

organisational studies relating to the agentic capabilities of material entities (Kautz & 

Jensen, 2013). Part of this debate also critiques the term sociomateriality as a 

muddied concept introducing more academic jargon monoxide (Sutton, 2010). Hager 

and Hodkinson (2011) argue that a limitation of some sociomaterial approaches of 

learning is that by focussing largely on the network and learning systems, they move 

too far in the opposite direction to overlook the individual in the learning process. 

How then, might sociomateriality and practice-based approaches work together to 

understand learning on placement?  

 

                                                 
7 Barad (1996) uses intra-action rather than interaction to avoid the connotation that things that 
interact have a dominate identity prior or stand apart from being performed into the existence. 
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Drawing together sociomateriality and practice  

This study extends practice theory by suggesting that the role of materiality is under 

theorised and attended to. Drawing on work by Barad, Fenwick, and Orlikowski, a 

reconceptualisation of practice theory to include sociomateriality would be a helpful 

lens in this study to investigate learning and practice, how it transpires, relates, and is 

shaped.  

 

According to arguments made by Rajāo (2008) in the area of information science, 

sociomaterial and practice-based theories are conceptually compatible. They both 

address post-structuralist and post-humanist concerns with rigid dichotomies and 

non-human agency. They both deny the existence of disembodied structures, and 

defend a more fluid and decentred view of human life. However, they also both pay 

(to varying degrees) attention to the role of materiality in the social.  

 

In the latest readings of Schatzki the idea of sociomateriality is not far from his 

conception of practice. In fact, in his paper Materiality and Social Life (Schatzki, 

2010), Schatzki argues theories understood as sociomaterial (specifically ANT) as 

similar to his own. Schatzki’s (2010) recent conception discursively affords materials 

equivalent importance with other practice-based elements, claiming matter as “an 

ingredient of social phenomena” (p. 123). He describes practices as ‘materially 

mediated’ and, therefore, ‘intrinsically connected’, ‘interwoven’, and ‘locked in a 

variety of  contingent and tight ways’ (Schatzki, 2002, pp. 106-109). An important 

distinction to note is that while Schatzki’s earliest theorisations emphasise learning 

as a socialisation process, his latest work brings the significance of materiality to the 

fore.  

 

Following theoretical arguments by Rajāo (2008), sociomateriality and practice 

theories can be brought together to address theoretical short-comings. For example, 

some sociomaterial approaches, namely ANT, overlook the fact that only human 

beings can learn practices and act intentionally, bearing in mind future goals and 

consequences (Rajāo, 2008). Schatzki (1996) describes this as the teleoaffective 

structures that drive the emotions and purposes of practices. These concepts could, 

therefore, be useful for examining learning on placement. An area of limitation of 
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Schatzki’s practice theory, however, is in his limited account of material agency and 

the sociomaterial assemblages (as entangled, not separate elements) that shape 

practices.   

 

Recent studies in similar areas to WIL, specifically professional practice and 

learning, have demonstrated the usefulness of sociomaterial approaches for 

explaining learning, practice, and change. For example, in the field of medical 

practice, Fenwick (2014) shows how materials actively influence clinical practice, 

emphasising a shift from acquiring knowledge to participating more wisely in 

particular situations. Her research shows that professional learning occurs through 

attuning to minor material fluctuations and surprises, tracking one’s own and others 

effects through intra-actions, and improvising solutions mid-action.  

 

In the area of medical workplace training, Kilminster and colleagues (Kilminster, et 

al., 2011) found that student doctors reported that their responsibilities did not 

increase incrementally as novice-to-expert models and formalised expectations 

(issued by the UK national training council) might suggest. In contrast, they 

observed that levels of responsibility varied depending on a range of factors, such as 

time of day or night, the people present, supervision styles, and workplace settings. 

They surmised that student doctors’ preparedness for professional practice was 

“mainly dependent on situational and contextual factors, rather than on formal 

frameworks”  (Kilminster, et al., 2011, p. 1012). 

 

Similarly, in Mulcahy’s (2012) research on the professional learning of teachers, 

learning occurs as experimentation within unplanned, uncertain, and indeterminate 

situations. Confronting uncertainties can induce teacher learning in action to enact 

alternatives to the established discourse and practice of teaching, thereby 

problematizing policies that mandate one approach to training and development.  

In research on the professional practices of police officers, Slade (2012) also 

describes the importance of adapting to sociomaterial arrangements in non-routine 

conditions. For police officers, who often need to respond quickly in crises, quick 

thinking and improvisation are essential. Therefore, learning in policing professional 

practice centres on “recognising the different knowledge resources available and 



|48 
 

drawing on the knowledge strategies that can be most productive in the moment” 

(Slade, 2012, p. 9).  

 

These empirical studies highlight the potential of employing a sociomaterial lens to 

examine learning and practice. Attuning to social and material relations brings into 

focus the provisional and contextualised characteristics of learning in practice, rather 

than a prescriptive, measured, and de-contextualised approach to learning away from 

practice. The ‘reciprocal constitution’ (Orlikowski, 2002) of learning and practice in 

studies with professionals, opens new pathways for investigating interns’ learning in 

WIL. Following significant theoretical shifts in workplace and educational fields, it 

can be argued that the move to sociomateriality and practice as a theoretical 

framework can enrich our understandings of informal learning in WIL. 

 

Conclusion 

This study investigates learning on placement as a practical, collective, materially-

entangled phenomenon. Instead of using the conceptual toolkit of psychologists 

(looking for lists of criteria etc.) we can, thus, investigate learning as-it-happens in 

and through practice. Combining sociomaterial and practice-based theories, has the 

potential to lead to better practice-based, materially-aware descriptions of learning on 

placement. The adjoining chapter proposes a methodology conducive with 

examining learning as it transpires in everyday practices and in relation to 

sociomaterial assemblages.  
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CHAPTER 3: GOING BENEATH THE SURFACE 

To make explicit the meaning, the significance, of everyday practices in any 

kind of truly explanatory manner requires going beneath the surface to those 

messy spaces of our lives where we commonly don’t explain why we do what 

we do (Pader, 2006, p. 174). 

The previous chapter reviewed relevant literature and developed a theoretical 

framework of learning and practice from which to address the research questions: 

What do students do to learn work practices? What are the social, contextual, and 

material relations that are productive of informal learning on placement? The 

objective of this chapter is to describe and justify the ethnographic research approach 

that made ‘going beneath the surface’ (Pader, 2006) possible.  

 

        
   

Figure 2: Overview of Chapter 3 

 

As illustrated in Figure 2, this chapter presents the research methodology and is 

organised as follows: First, the methodological implications for studying practice and 

the sociomaterial assemblage are discussed before demonstrating the compatibility of 

ethnography with this theoretical framework. Second, ethnography is introduced, 

pointing to alignments of the study with features of organisational ethnography. 

Third, my role as the researcher is unpacked through discussing my positionality as 

an insider/outsider/alongsider. Fourth, ethnographic methods employed in the study 

Implications for studying practice 

Ethnography: Insider, outsider, alongsider 

Methods 

Programs, participants & sites 

Data analysis 
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are presented. Fifth, details of the internship program, research participants, and 

organisational sites are offered. Finally, the chapter closes by outlining data analysis 

and demonstrating commensurability with trustworthy research practices in 

qualitative studies.   

 

Implications for studying practice 

Any enquiry into learning and practice requires a congruent theoretical and 

methodological research approach. As seen above, the research questions reflect an 

investigation of ‘things interns do’ and the complex contextual and relational factors 

affecting such ‘doings’. What, then, is the best way to study both learning practices 

and the factors shaping their enactment?  

 

According to Barley and Kunda (2001), because much of everyday practice is 

commonplace, it can be easily overlooked, difficult to articulate, and even 

misreported. Coming from the field of organisational studies, they argue that 

“without detailed, contextually sensitive data on work practices and work 

relationships, the best researchers can hope for is a thin, functional understanding” 

(Barley & Kunda, 2001, p. 84). To obtain such detailed contextual data suggests that 

some degree of observation is necessary in order to provide rich material from which 

to theorise practice. 

 

A thick, in-situ description of practices, however, may not be enough. Nicolini 

(2013) maintains that a ‘strong programme’ for investigating practice does more than 

simply record practice, it also strives to explain matters in terms of practices. In 

short, examining practice has methodological implications for combining contextual, 

extended periods of field work with other questioning methods to describe and 

explain ‘things interns do’.  

 

In light of these considerations, the selection of methodological approaches was 

narrowed to several possibilities that observe practice first-hand, such as forms of 

action research, case study research, and ethnography. Action research was 

considered a close possibility, as I wanted to be in the space alongside participants. 

However, given the short period of time interns have on placement, I chose to remain 
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close but not collaborate or instigate conversations that would produce change as is a 

feature of action research. Case study research was also a close fit, however, I 

wanted to immerse myself over time within different sites and take learning practices 

as my phenomena of interest rather than the person or organisation itself.  

 

Therefore, ethnography was chosen for this study for two main reasons. First, 

although I engaged my participants in the research and participated in work practices 

alongside them, as I learnt things throughout the process my aim was not to change, 

influence or improve their work practices, but rather to record, reflect on, and 

examine what was going on. Second, while my fieldwork was located within 

organisations and encapsulated the practices of multiple employees, my focus was on 

the specific actions of three research participants who were interns in a WIL 

program. Following their learning practices through ethnographic methodology was 

considered the most appropriate fit for exploring learning on placement.  

 

Ethnography and practice theory are a good fit on several accounts. First, 

conceptions of practice do not preclude research-as-practice. With this in mind, 

Hopwood (2010a) questions, “If the practices I am researching are fluid and 

indeterminate, why should my research practices be any different?” (p. 10). If 

practice theory highlights theoretically the everyday-ness of what people do, then 

methodologically it makes sense to not overlook the mundane, routine, and 

ordinariness of this everyday life world (Hopwood, 2010a). Ethnography offers 

precisely this proximity to practice, by remaining close to the daily practices that 

make up the social world being examined. 

 

Second, ontologically both practice theory and ethnography encourage a relational 

view of practices. Unlike approaches that rely on participants’ retelling of activities 

(interview studies for example) ethnography offers a situated way of exploring 

doings and sayings as they unfold in and through complex relations. In doing so, 

ethnography does not isolate one dimension of practice for examination, but rather 

opens the researcher’s gaze to multiple relations constituting or prefiguring practices 

(Hopwood, 2010a).  
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Third, this proximity also enables close examination of sociomaterial relations, as 

others have found. The ethnographic study of Styhre and colleagues (Styhre, 

Wikmalm, Ollila & Roth, 2012), for example, highlights the mutual constitution of 

social and material relations involved in new product and technology development. 

Oborn, Barrett and Dawson’s (2013) ethnography of sociomaterial leadership and 

policy practices, illustrates how political materiality, such as public polls, statistics, 

and technologies are entangled amongst social and political practices. By attending 

to sociomateriality, ethnographers can explore not just practices but also the 

constituting factors that shape the practices being investigated. 

 

Fourth, ethnography is an embodied practice which aligns firmly with post-Cartesian 

philosophies. Ethnographers use their bodies as primary tools of research: sensing, 

seeing, hearing, and reflecting. This inter-corporeal view constructs the ethnographer 

as an embodied practitioner, departing from more fundamental Cartesian 

dichotomies of mind/body and knower/known (Hopwood, 2010b). For the reasons 

mentioned here - proximity, relationality, close examination of sociomaterial 

arrangements, and post-Cartesian compatibility - ethnography was selected in this 

study to examine learning on placement. 

 

Ethnography 

Ethnography has a long heritage in revealing the hidden meaning-making of cultural 

groups. Originating in anthropology and later in sociology, ethnography has been 

popularised by the seminal work of scholars such as Bourdieu (1977), Geertz (1973, 

1983), Heath (1983), Lévi-Strauss (1992 [1955]), Mead (1928, 1969), Van Maanen 

(1979), Williams (1983), and Willis (1977).   

 

In a broad sense, ethnography is a form of inquiry and writing that produces 

descriptions and experiential accounts of both researcher and participants (Denzin, 

1997). As a form of inquiry, ethnography is a methodological sensibility that enables 

a close-up understanding of the social world by enduring extended periods of 

“hands-on time digging in the field” (Dawson, 1997, p. 404). Through immersion in 

the field, ethnographers engage with people, materials, and places, to learn the 

meanings of a group, family, classroom, organisation, culture or society. This 
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process involves various degrees of interviewing, observing, participating and 

collecting artefacts (Yanow, Ybema & van Hulst, 2012). As a form of writing, 

ethnographic texts embed both author and reader at the scene. The production of 

ethnographic text is, for some, part of the ethnographic process (Denzin, 1997) while 

for others ethnography is writing (Geertz, 1973; Humphreys & Watson, 2009). Either 

way, “theory, writing, and ethnography are inseparable material practices” (Denzin, 

1997, p. xii). 

  

The application of ethnographic research is diverse and widespread (Neyland, 2007). 

In this study, given that WIL is conducted across higher education and workplace 

spaces, the potential and scope of ethnography to bestride different domains is 

useful. Ethnography has been adopted to investigate educational phenomena such as 

language and literacy (Heath & Street, 2008), policy (Walford, 2001), teacher 

education (Frank & Uy, 2004), and evaluation (Fetterman, 1984). Ethnography has 

also been used to investigate workplace phenomena and has contributed substantial 

knowledge to the study of organisations.  

 

Organisational life has long been amenable to ethnographic methods, since the 

seminal ‘shop floor ethnographies’ were recorded as early as the 1920s (Fine, 

Morrill, & Surianarain, 2009). In fact, recent work has argued for organisational 

ethnography as a methodology in its own right (Fine, et al., 2009; Yanow, 2009; 

Yanow, et al., 2012; Ybema, Yanow, Wels & Kamsteeg, 2009). Typically of interest 

in organisational ethnographic studies are the various forms in which “people 

manage to do things together in observable and repeated ways” (Van Maanen, 1979, 

p. 539). Researchers of organisations have examined how people ‘do things together’ 

in diverse organisational settings, including building practices (Gherardi & Nicolini, 

2003), telemedicine practices (Nicolini, 2006, 2011, 2013), technical practices (Orr, 

1996, 2006), and parenting education practices (Hopwood, 2013) to name only a 

few.  

 

While organisational ethnography may share heritage with other ethnographic 

disciplines, according to Yanow and colleagues (2009, 2012; Yanow & Schwartz-

Shea, 2006; Ybema, et al., 2009) it also comprises a number of distinctive 
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characteristics. First, organisational ethnography offers access to revealing the 

‘mysteries’ of organisational life, hidden in everyday, ordinary and often routine 

workplace exchanges (Ybema, et al., 2009). Ethnographers are immersed into the 

organisational field “shadowing managers, joining street cops on motorbikes, 

attending (un)eventful meetings, working as a midwife’s assistant, and so forth” 

(Ybema, et al., 2009, p. 1). Second, this physical proximity is also the instrument for 

organisational ethnographic knowing (Yanow, 2006b, 2012). Therefore, rather than a 

prescriptive, theory-confirmation approach to research, organisational ethnographers 

‘set a stage’, ‘establish characters’ and allow the story to unfold (Nicolini, 2013).   

 

Third, in drawing close to participants and situations, organisational ethnographers 

maintain an awareness of their positionality. Rather than seeing themselves as 

objective, uninvolved explorers, organisational ethnographers are entangled in the 

construction of data and, thus, must remain reflexively aware of their geographic 

(physical and spatial) and demographic (access and limitations) characterises 

(Yanow, et al., 2012). The next section is dedicated to unpacking some of the 

complexities and entanglements of my positionality in this study. 

 

Insider, outsider, alongsider 

The boundaries of traditional insider/outsider, observer/participant roles in 

ethnography can be ambiguous and unclearly delineated. Organisational 

ethnographers walk a fine line between balancing being sufficiently close to 

organisational members to find out what’s going on (being an insider) and keeping 

sufficient distance from members to produce ethnographic analysis (being an 

outsider) (Neyland, 2007). In the intricacies of performing ethnographic field work, I 

often found myself operating in a third ‘space’ working as an alongsider. As an 

alongsider I was able to question and probe participant’s understandings in-the-

moment (Carroll, 2009; Eraut, 2008a). In practice, these roles typically overlapped, 

acting as an outsider while drawing on insider knowledge to make sense of what was 

going on, or vice versa, acting as an outsider while ‘making the familiar strange’ 

(Geertz, 1973, 1983) to interrupt routine or familiarised activities.   
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Being an insider through ethnographic research suggests knowledge of, or 

membership to, a particular cultural group so that one can identify with the subtleties, 

practices, discourses, and symbols acted upon (Geertz, 1983). I became aware that I 

could identify myself as an insider in several fashions: an insider to WIL; an insider 

to the host organisations; an insider to the Commerce Internship Program (CIP); and, 

an insider through developing relationships with research participants. Having 

previously been employed as coordinator of CIP, I had knowledge of relevant WIL 

theories and practices, which meant at different times I could use my insider 

knowledge to help guide what to look for while on placement, what questions to ask 

during interviews, or what documents or artefacts to analyse. It also meant I had in-

depth knowledge of the program structures and operations. This familiarity had 

helped me gain access to the host two organisations because of the trust I had built in 

my relationships with the managers. While these established relationships were 

helpful, I maintained an awareness of the inevitability of potential power dynamics 

and frequently reflected on this in my field notes.  

 

Being an outsider in ethnographic research suggests a degree of externality, as an 

observer or stranger to the local context (Neyland, 2007). At times I saw myself as an 

outsider in several ways. As a PhD researcher, I was not an employee of the 

organisation or CIP. I was neither a supervisor nor an intern. I was not responsible 

for evaluating student performance nor assigning a subject grade. I was, however, a 

PhD student, a novice ethnographer and an observer, free to come and go from the 

organisation, which gave me an interesting perspective to focus on the routines and 

new practices the interns were performing.  

 

A third dimension to my researcher positioning was that of an alongsider. An 

alongsider is not a traditional dimension of ethnography, yet has emerged in 

ethnographic discourses in last few years (Carroll, 2009). As an alongsider, an 

ethnographer assists participants to make sense of what’s going on (Carroll, 2009; 

Eraut, 2008a). Such sense-making may occur in action or post-action such as during 

interviews. I used alongsider positioning in-action to ask questions such as “how do 

you know what to do here” or “can you tell me what you think just happened”. In 

interviews I used photographs that I had taken in the workplace as representations of 
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practice and sociomaterial configurations, to stimulate discussion around meaning. 

This positioning helped me reflect on what was going on and why interns were 

doing/ or not doing certain things. However, unlike action research, it was not my 

intention to change future actions. I recognise my body in the space connected me to 

the sociomaterial assemblage and action itself, a point which I continuously reflected 

upon in my field notes.  

 

My positioning as a researcher with the three interns, Anna, Ben, and Carrie moved 

along the insider/outsider/alongsider spectrum. With each intern I sat nearby, jotting 

down notes in my book and speaking mostly when spoken to. Although my physical 

presence impacted the space, I allowed interns and employees to navigate our 

engagement.  

 

Much of my time with the first intern, Anna, was spent as an outsider, observing her 

working stationary at a desk. While Anna’s desk changed each day depending on 

who was in the office and where the free space was, for the most part I positioned 

myself at the back of the room. Heavily involved in her work, Anna often treated me 

as if I wasn’t there. This became particularly obvious on one occasion when she 

conducted an orientation with two new work experience students. As she showed 

them around the hotel, I received strange glances from the students to whom I hadn’t 

been introduced.  

 

In the office and in the absence of other employees, much of my time with Anna was 

spent in silence. In her post-placement interview, Anna helped me make sense of 

this: “There wasn’t an elephant in the room or anything… I guess I just got along 

with what I was doing just as I did when you weren’t there” (FN_A, 13/10/11, 

p.26)8. Besides occasionally chatting over coffee or lunch, on Anna’s last day I 

found her conversing with me a lot more. I considered this change perhaps due to the 

finality of placement and, sensing a degree of embarrassment in her tone, also 

because on this day Anna was allocated smaller, more menial tasks to perform.   

 

                                                 
8 Field notes, interviews and assessments are referenced in this thesis. A complete list of notations 
used for these references is offered in Appendix A, Table 9. This example refers to Field Notes for 
Anna (FN_A) taken on date 13/10/11 on page 26.  
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My researcher positioning with the second intern, Ben, the international student 

studying finance, differed from that with Anna. Ben was welcoming and made 

intentional efforts to find ways to help with my research. I found this insider 

positioning beneficial. For example, at one point Ben with his supervisor Felix 

waited for me to return to the room before learning how to call customers. Ben 

remarked: “We are waiting for you to make the first call. You will want to see this” 

(FN_B, 26/09/11, p.3). The familiarity of being an insider also made things complex, 

particularly when I noticed Ben introducing me to a returning employee as his 

“supervisor from the uni” (FN_B, 04/10/11, p.3). He later explained that being his 

‘shadow’ didn’t seem an appropriate description of my role. Although multiple 

reasons could have been behind this comment, cultural differences, age or gender 

implications for instance, one motive that stood out for me was his need to impress 

both the returning employee and myself. I wrote about this intention several times in 

my notes, including reoccurring instances of reassurance and support, both in his 

work and as a participant in my study. At times Ben asked about his progress, how 

he compared to the other interns, how many pages I had written and if I was getting 

what I needed. This made me wonder if he was getting the feedback he needed from 

those in the workplace and spurred reflections on my (im)position as a researcher. 

 

With Carrie, the third intern studying marketing, my positioning transformed with 

time. To begin with, Carrie seemed nervous about having me ‘watch her’ (FN_C, 

07/12/11, p.4).  During the orientation I noticed her eyes were glassy and arms were 

held close to her body. Throughout the placement we sat on the same table. I sat 

indirectly opposite her to try and alleviate some of the impact of my presence. 

Carrie’s trepidation together with my physical presence and the long periods of 

silence (being the only two people in the room much of the time), I felt positioned us 

both as outsiders in some respects.  

 

However, as the days progressed, I started to drive Carrie to and from placement. 

The hour drive each way alongside Carrie gave us time to get to know one another 

and I felt she started to relax. In the interview I asked her how she felt having me 

there on placement. She answered: “I guess it’s always weird having someone 

constantly watching you. So that was kind of scary. But then you’re good at it and it 
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just seems like it’s just someone else there in the workplace” (FN_C, 03/05/12, p.14). 

A few days into the placement, I thought my presence was starting to be helpful. I 

became a sounding board for Carrie’s ideas, an extra ear to double check Greg’s 

instructions and generally someone to converse with. All these reflections on my 

researcher position were recorded in my field notes, which were a valuable 

ethnographic method in the study.  

 

Methods  

To explore learning on placement, this study employed ethnographic methods that 

put interns’ practices and material activities centre-stage. Examining practice, 

however, can be methodologically complex because “practice can never be captured 

by a single method” (Nicolini, 2009b, p. 196). Therefore, in order to study learning 

and practice multiple methods are required to combine contextual and temporal 

observations with the more perceptual and in-depth probing gathered from interviews 

(Dawson, 1997). Employing ethnographic methods of direct observation with post-

practice interviews, are typical in empirical practice-based studies (Dean, et al., 

2012a; Hopwood, 2013; Johnsson & Hager, 2008; Nicolini, 2011; Price, et al., 2012; 

Stockhausen, 2006). Reflexivity is also important (Alvesson, 1996; Carroll, 2009; 

Gherardi & Nicolini, 2000; Nicolini, 2013), both in participant-researcher 

discussions when co-producing meaning of particular practices and in researcher 

meaning-making when reflecting on data from multiple methods and producing thick 

descriptions of practice.  

 

In this research I selected five methods: observation/participation; reflexive 

participant interviews; accessing, collecting and copying artefacts; field notes, and 

photographs; and, reflexive writing. A summary of fieldwork data can be found in 

Appendix A. 

 

Observation/participation 

Observation/participation can help make explicit underlying patterns that occur in 

everyday organisational life. What are considered robust empirical research material 

to some are “simply the trivia of everyday life to others” (Pader, 2006, p. 164). In 

fact, studies have reported that outside of the context of practice, most people cannot 
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talk about the specifics of what they do (Barley & Kunda, 2001; Suchman, 1987). 

Observation/participation forces researchers into direct contact with social and 

material phenomena for an extended period of time where, as a result, an 

appreciation for routines, norms and contexts is developed. For this reason, it has 

been otherwise described as “the fine art of hanging out - with a difference” (Pader, 

2006, p. 163). 

 

Practice-based researchers argue that observational methods are critical to 

investigating practice (Gherardi & Nicolini, 2000; Ybema, et al., 2009). This study 

focused on observing and understanding the doings and sayings of WIL interns in 

their placement contexts and as such observations were important to the research. I 

engaged in observation/participation with three interns going about their placement, 

learning new activities, navigating technologies and interacting with a range of 

employees. This process is supported by Nicolini, Gherardi, and Yanow (2003), who 

recommend that practice-based researchers adopt to some extent the  methodological 

principle ‘follow the actors’ stated by Hughes (1971). My decision to ‘follow the 

interns’ opened up further opportunities for observation as I watched their relations 

with people, things, places, and spaces.  

 

According to Babbie (2007), the researcher’s role can move along a spectrum of 

observation and participation. At the ‘more observational end’, for instance attending 

formal meetings between employees, my role was more ‘observer as participant’. At 

the ‘more participant end’, such as helping carry items to different departments or 

chatting over lunch, my role was more ‘participant as observer’. My participation 

was related mostly to social activities yet on occasion it included helping with small 

work activities. 

 

Reflexive participant interviews  

Reflexive participant interviews were critical to unpacking the practices performed 

by interns to understand how they were learning on placement. In general, interviews 

are useful for understanding how people make sense of what they do and the issues 

they believe to be important (Barley & Kunda, 2001). Interviews allow a process of 

cross-checking fieldwork observations, theories or findings, as well as the 
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opportunity to ascertain a deeper or different perspective on an issue or practice 

(Schaffer, 2006). The interview itself is a practice wherein the language and actions 

are mutually implicating the process of sense-making and knowing (Schaffer, 2006). 

Alvesson (2011) describes interviews as complex social interactions, non-routine 

encounters where participants “draw upon cultural knowledge to structure the 

situation, minimise any embarrassments and frustrations, [and] have feelings of 

asymmetrical relations of status and power” (p.80). He suggests interviewers 

consider issues ‘beyond tape-recorder knowledge’ (Alvesson, 2011) by paying 

attention to social and contextual relations that are implicated in the interview 

process.  

 

Reflexive participant interviews were conducted after workplace observation/ 

participation research. I interviewed seven participants: the interns, Anna, Ben and 

Carrie; the supervisors, Eleanor, Felix and Greg; and, the CIP Coordinator, Helen. 

My interview style drew on the subtleties of ordinary language interviewing 

(Schaffer, 2006) to generate reflexive, open-ended responses to interview questions, 

and conversational interviewing (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006) to allow an 

exploration of topics as they arose. I considered this approach suitable as it gave me 

an opportunity to ask questions I had been recording in my field notes in a way that 

was more was more appropriate given my familiarity with the participants at this 

point. Following Alvesson (2011), I noticed and later recorded my thoughts on my 

positionality, their bodily posture, facial clues and affective conditions, and what was 

and what wasn’t being said. Subsequently, I attended to both verbal and nonverbal 

exchanges, potential power dynamics, and other social or cultural influences in my 

notes (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006). Samples of interview questions can be found 

in Appendix B.  

 

I also enlisted Nicolini’s (2009b) creative interview technique called ‘interview to 

the double’ (ITTD) to articulate and represent skilful practice. ITTD is a method that 

invites the interviewee to assume the role of ‘knower’ and provide the necessary 

details to instruct the interviewer, or ‘double’, on how to perform certain professional 

tasks. When combined with other ethnographic methods ITTD can highlight a 
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participant’s criteria for judging the appropriateness of the situated activity and 

capture multifaceted, complex elements of practice.  

 

I adopted ITTD in participant interviews in a way that correlated intern and 

supervisor’s descriptions of the same practice, as outlined in Appendix B. For 

instance, I asked Ben and Felix to use ITTD to instruct me how to perform the 

morning daybags (reconciling the night’s takings in different hotel departments). 

This technique allowed me a way of reading together descriptions from the 

supervisor as ‘knowing practitioner’ and intern as ‘learner’ to uncover the degree to 

which each articulated certain aspects of practice. This process reveals judgements, 

tacit knowing, hidden meanings, use and organisation of materials, and dimensions 

of informal learning. More details on how I used ITTD can also be found in 

Appendix B.  

 

All interviews were conducted with informed consent by the research participants. I 

digitally recorded and transcribed interviews verbatim. The transcription process 

provided a further opportunity to reflect on interviewee expressions, organise 

narratives, address my interview positionality, and write important analytic memos 

(Soss, 2006).     

 

Accessing, collecting, and copying artefacts 

Artefacts are intimately involved in practice, shaping the way an activity unfolds 

(Nicolini, 2013) and are essential to my theoretical lens that draws up materials in 

practice. In ethnography, the analysis of texts, documents and artefacts in tandem 

with other data can foster understanding of the social phenomenon being studied 

(Silverman, 2001). In a sociomaterial approach, examining artefacts – or materials – 

can help the researcher understand how the assemblage is constructed and how this 

configuration might enable, constrict or limit certain actions. An ethnographer may 

question: how and for whom the artefact is created; why it was created and when; 

whether it has evolved in some way; what has and hasn’t been included (if a 

document); how is it shaping what is being performed; and, how the artefact is being 

used (Silverman, 2001).  
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In this study I accessed, collected or copied five types of artefacts: CIP learning 

outcomes (Appendix C), assessments (Appendix D), marking criteria (Appendix E), 

other CIP documents (such as policies and templates) and fieldwork artefacts. With 

consent, I received CIP assessments after the release of subject results. These 

assessments included the interns’ daily eLogs, reflective journals part A and B, and 

tutor feedback. Other CIP documents I gathered with assistance from Helen 

(Internship Coordinator) were lecture slides, teaching resources, the subject outline, 

policy documents, legal contracts, the pre-placement meeting checklist template 

(Appendix F), and confidentiality agreements.  

 

During fieldwork and with permission, I also accessed interesting or important 

artefacts. For example, on Ben’s placement I photocopied a to-do-list that was 

written by Felix. I thought it was interesting the way Ben relied on this document to 

inform what he was doing. I photocopied this document twice: first, when it was 

given to Ben and second, several days later with Ben’s comments and scribbles. I 

also asked for permission to have access to Greg and Carrie’s email correspondences, 

which seemed to play to large role in how they communicated. 

 

Field notes and photographs 

In the practice setting, I used field notes and photographs as methods to record and 

generate understandings of participants’ practices. In addition to an ethnographer 

entering a social setting, developing relationships, participating in daily routines and 

observing all that goes on, they also create accumulating written records of 

exchanges and experiences (Emerson, 1995).  

 

While I was on fieldwork I took concise handwritten notes (See Appendix I for an 

example of my field notes). I watched, listened, and wrote about what I saw, felt, and 

heard. I paid attention to practices, those that were new or routine, considered 

acceptable or unacceptable, and those that were interrupted, surprising or 

contradictory. I focused on learning and the practices performed by interns as they 

engaged in learning new tasks, picked up on workplace language or bodily gestures, 

or negotiated their position and what to do in the space. I detailed objects in use and 

those that weren’t being used, changes in material arrangements and uses of space. 
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Linking back to the conceptions of sociomateriality raised in the previous chapter, I 

continued to be mindful of relations between people, materials, and processes 

shaping learning practices. In a way I was ‘zooming in and out’ (Nicolini, 2009a), 

noting and recording bodily gestures, word selection and other details, to writing 

about structures, power dynamics, and spatial arrangements, conversations that filled 

the room and silences that did the same. 

 

Given that the interns were mostly stationed at a desk, I often had the opportunity to 

write and observe simultaneously. I used my notebook to record observations, 

thoughts, memories, and connections to theories. I also jotted down questions to 

follow-up on in either subsequent placement days or participant interviews. Upon 

leaving each observation, I took ‘out-of-the-field notes’ (Walford, 2009) to expand 

on details, re-write descriptions and produce visual drawings or diagrams of spaces 

or material arrangements. Then, back at my computer, my hand written notes took on 

a second interpretive turn as I used them to produce typed descriptive accounts of 

what happened (van der Waal, 2009).  

 

Photographs were used in this study as a complimentary source for producing data 

(Warren, 2009). Photographs can capture various dimensions of practice, materials, 

space, and relationships, and have been employed in practice-based studies to better 

represent nuanced actions, meanings, and affect (Hopwood, 2013; Iedema & Carroll, 

2010; Keevers & Sykes, under review). Photographs can serve as visual aids to re-

frame situational experiences, sociomaterial configurations (things in the space), 

contextualise practices, and trigger memories (Warren, 2009). With informed 

consent, including agreement to remove any potentially identifying or confidential 

information in images9, I took photographs in the workplace as a basis for reflection, 

to assist my memory and evolving ideas of the practices that were taking place.  

 

Photographs are useful representations of practice and served as valuable reflexive 

prompts to produce discussion around meanings of actions. Adopted in interviews, 

and also known as photo-interviewing (Warren, 2009), the photograph became a 

starting point for the generation of conversation and co-interpretation. I used this 

                                                 
9 University of Wollongong Ethics approval number HE11/349  
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technique in post-placement interviews to discuss participants’ understandings of 

what was going on and compare this to my observations and understandings 

generated directly in action. Ben also volunteered to take photos to help convey what 

he saw and did in his placement on the days I was absent, which were used in his 

interviews.  

 

Reflexive writing  

Over the period I was doing fieldwork I used reflexive writing to unpack ideas and 

reflect on research processes. On occasion I found it useful to exercise Macrorie’s 

(1985) Telling Writing techniques, which encourages short bursts of factual writing 

designed to get ideas out and onto paper. As an important part of ethnography 

(Denzin, 1997), reflexive writing gave me opportunity to organise my thoughts and 

develop new knowledge as well as reflect on my personal development as a 

researcher/ ethnographer/ PhD candidate/ social scientist. I addition, I found it useful 

to hold reflective conversations with my supervisors and research participants which 

I later typed up for further reflection.   

 

Collectively, these five methods were used to inform an understanding of what 

happens on placement. Table 3 outlines temporal and aggregated information from 

accessed data, totalling: thirteen days on placements; sixty-seven hours observing 

practices; seventy-nine pages of written observations; and, seventeen hours in formal 

interviews. These figures, however, do not capture the hours spent chatting 

informally, such as my car trips with Carrie, on-campus catch ups over coffee, 

member checking, nor other communications such as emails or text messages. Nor 

does it represent the time spent writing to reflect, transcribe, recall and focus on what 

I observed, and what this might mean for my research.  
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Table 3: Aggregated data from fieldwork 

 Item Anna Ben Carrie Total 

Days 

(orientation & placement) 
4 3 6 13 days on placement 

Hours  

(observing not including 
interview hours)  

16 20 31 67 hours observing 
practices  

Pages  

(single space, double sided, 
handwritten) 

24 21 34 79 pages of handwritten 
observations 

Interview hours  

(formal) 
2 5 3 10 hours (interns only) 

(17 hours total incl. CIP 
coordinator & 
supervisors)  

 

Program, participants and sites 

This research is a small-scale study that joins an emerging body of work that 

advocates for its use in educational and organisational research (Schwartz-Shea, 

2006; Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2006). I selected a small scale study following 

recent literature that explores similar topics related to work and learning (Hastie, et 

al., 2014; Taylor, 2014) and for the commensurability it offers for in-depth, rich 

accounts of practice (Alvesson, 1996; Dawson, 2003; Gherardi, 2008). Although 

unable to make statistical generalisations, the specificity of small scale studies can 

help refine conceptualisations and draw new conclusions and distinctions (Tsoukas, 

2009). While the number of participants or case studies may be few, small in-depth 

studies are far from insubstantial:  

… the large number of hours of engaged observation, the number of 

conversations held, the number of interactions, and the ensuing number of 

observation and/or conversation and/or interaction analysed over the course of 

the research project – any one of which would yield a large ‘n’, indeed (Yanow 

& Schwartz-Shea, 2006, p. 15). 
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This resonates with organisational scholars such as Dawson (1997) who agrees that 

even “…one is significant” (p.404, emphasis added) and Alvesson (1996) who 

argues for a situational focus, where significance lies in “a meeting, a job interview, 

a spontaneous encounter, an event, a decision process, a problem or task delimited in 

time and space” (p.476) 

 

As mentioned in the opening chapter, my three primary research participants Anna, 

Ben, and Carrie, were interns in the Commerce Internship Program (CIP) in the 

university semester Spring (July - November) of 2011. A summary of participants is 

provided on pages x-xi. To contextualise their stories and the findings from the data, 

I offer next an overview of CIP design, assessments and procedures, followed by 

details on the research participants and the host organisations.  

 

The Commerce Internship Programme 

The Commerce Internship Programme (CIP) in the Faculty of Commerce10 

University of Wollongong is an elective six credit point subject comprising sixteen 

days on placement for selected, third-year undergraduate Commerce students11. To 

enrol, students must be successful in a preliminary interview with an industry 

partner. First, students submit an application outlining their chosen field or discipline 

and are short-listed for an interview by the administrators if they meet the industry 

partner’s requirements. Up to three students are interviewed for each position, which 

are held on campus with an industry partner representative who chooses students for 

the internship. Industry partners are local, small to large businesses that have 

expressed an interest in taking on an intern for this duration. The sixteen days can be 

arranged between the intern and industry partner, however, must be completed within 

the nominated semester12.  

 

                                                 
10 Now named the Faculty of Business, University of Wollongong. 
11 This was true at spring 2011 when field work was conducted. The subject has since been revised 
and is now a capstone subject for undergraduate Faculty of Business students. Being a capstone 
subject, students must now complete additional assessments, and attend capstone lectures. The 
foundational design of the program of sixteen placement days, workplace assessments, and selection 
processes, remain the same.  
12 The University of Wollongong’s teaching calendar is divided by two semesters annually: Autumn 
and Spring. Each semester comprises 13 study weeks. There is also a shorter, optional summer session 
that goes for 8 or 9 weeks. 
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Enrolled students attend two compulsory lectures: the first is conducted prior to 

placement in week one and the second post-placement in week thirteen. The first 

lecture goes through assessment requirements, examples of satisfactory and 

unsatisfactory responses in essays and reflective journals, and four internship 

scenarios or dilemmas taken from the experiences of previous students. An example 

of a scenario is to ‘discuss in groups what you would do if you had travelled an hour 

only to find your supervisor absent and hadn’t left any instructions’. Students are 

encouraged to share ideas and think about pre-emptive strategies. 

 

The second lecture is intended to debrief students after placement through reflective 

group-based discussions. In groups students are asked to swap stories on their most 

rewarding and challenging experiences from placement. The lecture also covers 

assessment feedback for each assessment task including what was done well and 

some overall comments. The second half of the lecture offers advice on networking 

and job-readiness. A guest speaker, who is a human resources coordinator from a 

local business, is invited to talk about what they look for in graduates and how to 

prepare for life after graduation.  

 

Over the semester, interns complete four assessment tasks: an equal employment 

online test (EO-Online); a daily eLog; two structured reflective learning journals 

(part A and part B); and, an online equal opportunity training quiz (for a summary of 

all assessments see Appendix D). The EO-Online test is a short, multiple choice quiz 

designed for university staff however used in this program to educate students on 

workplace equal-employment issues. ELogs and reflective learning journals 

comprise structured questions in a word.doc template that can be downloaded, 

completed, and submitted to the subject’s online learning platform (the questions 

from these templates are also in Appendix D). In addition, both reflective learning 

journals have suggested academic readings from which the questions are, in part, 

drawn. The questions are structured around themes: the workplace environment, 

teamwork, and critical thinking and creative thinking. Reflective journal part A is 

titled ‘theoretical role of workplace experience and your learning goals’ and is due in 

week 5. Reflective journal part B is titled ‘reflecting on theory in practice’ and is due 

in week 13.  
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These assessments are graded as satisfactory or unsatisfactory and feedback is 

provided through a rubric that is also available on the online learning site (see 

Appendix E for rubric). An unsatisfactory grade is demonstrated by “simplistic 

descriptions of the internship process and tasks allocated” as well as “little discussion 

of connections between professional/disciplinary knowledge or theoretical 

understandings and workplace experiences”. A satisfactory grade comprises “honest, 

in-depth, reflection” of anticipated or actual experiences. 

 

The program has three staff, an academic coordinator, an administrative assistant, 

and a casual tutor. Each School in the Faculty13 also has an academic partner or 

relationship manager, who recruits and maintains relationships with the industry 

partners in their school’s related disciplines. These relationship managers are also 

encouraged to attend the pre-placement meeting at the host organisation. The 

purpose of the meeting is for the student to be orientated to the workplace, meet their 

supervisor, and negotiate placement schedules. Relationship managers are given a 

check-list of items on a pre-placement meeting template (See Appendix F) that must 

be covered. Items on the agenda include: a confidentially and Intellectual Property 

document; a risk assessment; and, a discussion around practical arrangements such as 

parking, dress, and working hours. These are to be checked and signed off by the 

relationship manager, before handed to the coordinator.  

 

Research participants and organisations 

The three selected student participants for this study were enrolled in the Spring 2011 

cohort of the Commerce Internship Program. After seeking and obtaining ethics 

approval14, I approached two potential organisations, Seabreeze Hotel and Local 

Sports Club, through the coordinator of the Internship program, Helen15. After 

receiving written confirmation of their participation, next I invited three interns, 

Anna, Ben, and Carrie, and their nominated workplace supervisors, to participate in 

                                                 
13 At the time of conducting this research the Faculty of Commerce had three schools: Management 
and Marketing; Accounting and Finance; and, Economics.  
14 Ethical approval was sought from the Human Research Ethics Council at the University of 
Wollongong. Approval number: HE11/349.  
15 Helen made first contact with the organisations and invited them to participate in the study on my 
behalf. These organisations were selected by Helen after discussing with me that I had hoped to 
research three students from three different disciples, to represent a cross-section of business 
disciplines in CIP.  
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the study (see Appendix G and H for participant information sheet and consent 

form). Pseudonyms replace the names of participants, workplace employees and host 

organisations (see pages xi-xii for list of pseudonyms). Seabreeze Hotel hosted both 

Anna and Ben and Local Sports Club hosted Carrie, as outlined in the descriptions 

below. 

 

Anna was a third year human resource management (HR) student, completing her 

internship at Seabreeze Hotel. Anna is an Australian resident and lives locally with 

her family. In the HR department at Seabreeze Hotel the chain of command begins 

with the HR Manager, Mia, then the HR Coordinator, Jessica and the part-time 

Personal Assistant to the General Manager Julie, all of whom delegate tasks to 

interns and work experience students from the local university, college, and high 

schools. Anna began her internship shadowing Jessica and performing administrative 

tasks; for example, data entry, filing, and organising the mail. She accompanied 

Jessica into interviews and followed her as she oriented new work experience 

students into the organisation. Four days into Anna’s internship, Jessica resigned. In 

the interim waiting for the new HR coordinator Eleanor to arrive, Anna took on the 

full duties of this role.  

 

Ben was a third year finance student also completing an internship at Seabreeze 

Hotel. Ben was an international student from Dubai, who had studied in Australia for 

two and a half years. Ben already had work experience in finance while home in 

Dubai the previous year. He completed three weeks in a large, prestigious bank 

where his father was Chief of Finance. In stark contrast to his earlier experience, 

Ben’s first four days at Seabreeze Hotel were spent working in the stores - where 

food and drinks are unloaded and distributed. After some contention and a private 

word with Helen, the Internship Programme coordinator, Ben moved into accounts 

receivable (AR) for the remainder of his placement. In AR, Felix was his supervisor. 

Felix had been the AR officer for three years, until the week before Ben began, when 

he took over the Financial Controller role.  

 

Seabreeze Hotel was the organisation that hosted Anna and Ben during their 

internships. It is one of the largest and well known hotels in the region and belongs to 
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a chain of international hotels that are similarly widely recognised. The organisation 

itself is situated on prime real estate on a popular beach. Inside the building are a 

large, open lobby area with a bar and coffee lounges (see Photograph 1) and a high-

end fashion boutique and day spa adjoining the reception area. The organisation is 

highly engaged with the local community thanks to the General Manager, Lawrence, 

who involves the organisation in networking, community events and charities. 

 

 

Photograph 1: Lobby area of Seabreeze Hotel 

 

Seabreeze Hotel had been involved with the internship program since its inception in 

2008. Originally accommodating interns only for this hotel, at the time of research 

this hotel chain had hosted over 40 students in three years16 in NSW and ACT hotel 

properties. These placements were organised by the HR Manager of Seabreeze Hotel, 

Mia, who recruited, interviewed, and selected students for placements. Mia 

conducted group orientations at this property, to learn about rules and policies, and 

induct students into the hotel culture.  

  

Carrie was a third year marketing and communications student completing her 

internship at Local Sports Club. Carrie was an Australian resident living in the local 

area, close to the university. Carrie’s supervisor was Greg, the club’s General 

Manager and a retired football coach. Greg was enthusiastic about hosting Carrie, 

who he called the ‘marketing expert’ (FN_C, 07/12/11, p.7). Greg’s office was 
                                                 
16 Correct at time of accessing data 
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attached to the club’s main area, where Carrie sat on placement days. Greg was 

heavily involved with club work, with club or board members, players and contract 

workers (such as electricians) coming and going throughout the day. When visitors 

were present and even when they weren’t, the sound of his mobile or desk phone 

ringing was heard throughout the day. While at the club, and regularly while not at 

the club, Carrie diligently worked on the marketing plan, the club website or other 

promotional material.  

 

Local Sports Club was a small not-for-profit organisation operated by a board of 

directors with two employees, the General Manager, Greg, and a coach. The club 

building was unimpressive and unchanged since the early 1970s. Approaching the 

building was a driveway of dirt wrought with potholes and scarce amounts of gravel. 

The ground level of the building housed a small physiotherapy business and the 

players’ rooms. As illustrated in Photograph 2, the main area of the club was an open 

space with windows on the left looking out to the sporting field, long tables 

perpendicular to the windows running the length of the room and a bar/canteen to the 

right. The furnishings were those typical of an older style club - simple chairs and 

tables, plain, durable blue carpet, low ceilings, and memorabilia in the form of 

trophies and photographs adorning the walls, recalling history, and triumphs. The 

bar/canteen remains closed until game day or a special event.  

 

 

Photograph 2: Multi-purpose room at Local Sports Club 
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At the time of research, Greg had hosted five interns over three years, four in 

marketing and one in finance. The club had ties to the university in other faculties 

too such as sports science and the community and partnerships division. Greg readily 

pointed out his appreciation for the program for connecting Local Sports Club with 

the university. 

 

Data analysis  

Unlike many quantitative approaches, qualitative data analysis has no one set of 

established ground rules for conducting and verifying analysis of data (Miles & 

Huberman, 1984). For many qualitative researchers, data analysis occurs throughout 

the research process, starting with formulation of research questions through to 

writing up the findings (Rossman & Rallis, 2012). Typically, however, analysis may 

be inductive (patterns, themes and categories emerging from the data), deductive 

(themes and ideas drawn from theories and compared to data) or a combination of 

the two (Rossman & Rallis, 2012). My reflexive analytical process (van der Waal, 

2009) included a blend of inductive/deductive analysis. From the beginning of my 

research I started to develop a set of possible interpretations that I recorded in my 

journal, however, remained open-minded and iteratively returned to the data to 

examine these insights (van der Waal, 2009).  

 

After accessing my primary data, my analysis comprised three main stages. With 

each new stage, I moved forward reflecting on the knowledge accumulated from the 

analysis that came prior. In other words, the second stage included considerations 

from stage one and the third stage built on the knowledge from stages one and two. 

To analyse the data I compiled three large paper files, one for each participant, with 

printed copies of all written, printed, and visual data. Within the stages of analysis, I 

analysed interns individually before moving on to the next intern’s files, looking for 

commonalities, differences, and surprises. I have represented these steps in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: Stages of analysis 

 

The first stage entailed writing up thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973). Thick 

descriptions are detailed accounts of field experiences in which the researcher 

contextualises and explicates any underlying patterns of cultural, social - including in 

this study,  material - relationships (Holloway, 1997). They are used in ethnographic 

research as evaluative criteria for research trustworthiness and a text from which 

conclusions can be derived (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Drawing from all data sources - 

transcriptions, student assessments, field notes, artefacts and reflective notes - I 

produced thick descriptions for Anna, Ben, and Carrie. These formed the beginning 

of the participant’s large file of raw data to be considered for analysis. After analysis, 

these thick descriptions were then used to shape the cases presented in Chapter 4.  

 

The second stage was performed to address in part the first research question ‘what 

do interns do to learn work practices?’ This stage involved examining the raw data 

for routine, repeated or iterative practices interns performed in order to learn work 

practices on placement. Thick descriptions were also analysed as they offered fuller, 

chronological, and contextually sensitive account of interns’ experiences. In this 

second stage of analysis, I started by systemically and iteratively surveying the 

participant’s data by looking for details of ‘what they did’, that is looking at the 

dispersed practices, before examining these dispersed practices as possible markers 

of wider integrative practices. Recall from Chapter 2 that dispersed practices are 

doings and sayings (e.g., ‘to question’ or ‘to follow instruction’) spread across 

different areas of social life (Schatzki, 1996). Dispersed practices take their meaning 

when performed within the context of a specific integrative practice. Integrative 

 

1 1 
1 

2 
2 

3 

First Stage:  
Thick Descriptions 

(Chapter 4) 

Second Stage:  
Analysis of Practices 

(RQ. 1 Chapter 5) 

Third Stage:  
Comparative Analysis 

(RQ. 2 Chapter 5) 
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practices are those organised by practical understandings, rules, teleoaffective 

structures, and general understandings (Schatzki, 1996), such as teaching practices or 

driving practices.  

 

I allowed dispersed practices to emerge from the data, rather than determining these 

beforehand. To code the data I used open coding that identifies naturally occurring 

themes and categories (Lee, 1999). This inductive process allowed for an open 

flexible interrogation of unexpected concepts and patterns emerging from the data 

and is consistent with a reflexive approach to analysis (van der Waal, 2009). I coded 

the raw data several times, to ensure I hadn’t omitted or overlooked any important 

themes or dispersed practices (See Appendix J for an example of my coding).  

 

The third stage was performed to address in part the second research question ‘what 

are the social, contextual, and material relations that are productive of informal 

learning on placement?’ In this stage, analysis was informed by Fenwick’s (2012b) 

notion of sociomateriality (practices are constituted by dynamic sociomaterial 

assemblages) which meant looking at the relations between phenomena rather than 

then ‘things’ themselves. For me this meant examining other related practices that 

overlapped or prefigured what the intern was doing at a particular point in time and 

space, as well as inspecting documents, social, contextual, and material influences 

that shaped what an intern did.  

 

This third stage also involved a comparative analysis to examine the data for 

thematic connections or linkages (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) both within and between 

participant cases (see Figure 4). This comparative, reflexive process has been used in 

other practice-based studies to analyse ethnographic texts (Srivastava & Hopwood, 

2009).  

 

In this third stage of analysis, first I looked for discrepancies and alignments within 

each participant case. I compared data sources, such as what participants wrote in 

assessments before placement (what they hoped or expected to learn), during 

placement (what they iteratively reported learning), and after placement (what they 

concluded they did or didn’t learn), and read this through my field notes of our 
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conversations, my observations, and interview transcripts. Next, I compared these 

findings with what supervisors said they expected an intern to learn and what they 

thought their intern did learn.  

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Third stage - comparative analysis within and across cases 

 

After doing this for each participant, next I compared the three sets of findings 

against one another, looking across the cases for commonalities and investigating 

differences. In Chapter 4 and after each participant’s case is presented, I record a 

brief interpretive comment to start to point to these emerging commonalities and 

differences. Chapter 5 then pulls these threads across as a discussion of the findings.  

 

The findings of this study have been reviewed and discussed with participants. 

Member checking is a process enabling the co-production of data and judgements on 

the authenticity of researcher representations (Schwartz-Shea, 2006). Participants 

performed member checking activities either face-to-face, which I recorded and 

transcribed, or through email. This gave participants an opportunity to review, 

expand, contest or negotiate the findings, and was part of my practice for 

trustworthiness in doing qualitative research.   

 

Trustworthy research practices 

Several common questions are proposed to qualitative researchers to ascertain the 

quality of their research: How exactly did you do this research? How do you know 

   

Anna Ben Carrie 
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that your study’s representations are recognizable by the people you studied? And, 

how can we be sure that you didn’t simply look for confirmatory evidence? 

Techniques for answering these questions and evaluating qualitative research can be 

historically traced to scholars such as Miles and Hubberman (1984) and Lincoln and 

Guba (1985). These scholars among others have put forward certain terms for 

judging the quality of research such as credibility, transparency, authenticity, or 

trustworthiness.  

 

According to organisational researchers Yanow (2006b) and Schwartz-Shea (2006), 

evaluating interpretive, qualitative research, such as this small in-depth study, 

presupposes a distinctive set of evaluative criteria different to the commonplace 

claims of objectivity and generalizability. Schwartz-Shea (2006) distinguishes two 

orders of interpretive evaluative criteria for judging the quality of qualitative 

organisational studies as outlined in Table 4. First-order terms include thick 

description, trustworthiness, reflexivity, and triangulation. Second-order concepts 

include informant feedback/member checks, audit, and negative case analysis.  

 

Using Table 4 over the page, I demonstrate the ways in which my research met each 

of these evaluative criteria. During the planning stage, steps were taken to ensure the 

deliberate articulation of processes was conveyed to the organisation and to 

prospective interns. Ethics approval was sought and confirmed from the University 

of Wollongong Human Ethics Council17, and potential participants were approached 

and invited to participate in an ethical and transparent manner (EC no.2). Before 

fieldwork commenced, I used a reflective journal to record my first entry, drawing 

out any pre-conceived ideas, relationships or concerns about the research (EC no.3). I 

pre-planned to use multiple data accessing techniques, for several purposes: to 

engage participants in different ways; to access different aspects of learning and 

practice; and, to cross check findings through a process of triangulation (EC no.4). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
17 University of Wollongong Ethics approval number HE11/349 
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Table 4: Interpretive evaluation criteria (adapted from Schwartz-Shea, 2006) 
 

Evaluative criteria (ec) Description 

First-order evaluative measures 

Ec no.1 

 
Thick description 

 

Characterises the judgement that ethnographic 
writing contains sufficient detail of an event, 
setting or person that becomes evidentiary data of 
context-specific meanings.  

Ec no.2 

 
Trustworthiness 

 

A prevalent umbrella concept to denote the 
deliberate, transparent, and ethical processes to 
judge the quality of research as trustworthy.  

Ec no.3 

 
Reflexivity 

 

Used in participant-observation research a 
‘reflexive journal’ is kept by the researcher to 
record information about self and method. 

Ec no.4 

 
Triangulation 

 

Triangulation is described as a technique using 
different analytical tools to understand a 
phenomenon leading to a process of cross 
checking. 

Second-order evaluative measures 

Ec no.5 

 
Informant 
feedback/ 
member checks 

An approach whereby participants evaluate the 
accuracy of research material.  

Ec no.6 

 
Audit 

 

An ‘audit trail’ is kept by the researcher to record 
activities and procedures, including connections 
made to theories, for the purpose of demonstrating 
temporal and systematic processes of how the 
study and ideas unfolded. 

Ec no.7 

 
Negative case 
analysis 

Involves checking the researcher’s initial meaning 
making and challenging those assumptions and 
ideas.  

 

During fieldwork, I conducted myself in an ethical manner (according to practices 

approved by ethics council) and ensured my goals were made transparent to those 

with whom I interacted (EC no.2). As our relationship grew, the interns opened up to 
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me and I ensured them of their privacy during these conversations. I recorded field 

notes while on site and immediately made reflective entries after every placement 

day, interview or other relevant communication (EC no.3). I wrote rich accounts of 

events in my field notes to provide details on sayings and doings, body language, 

facial expressions, relationships and exchanges, and spatial and temporal conditions 

(EC no.1). At the back of the field note book, I kept an audit trail recording dates, 

times, locations, collection of any workplace or learning artefacts and times of 

photographs taken. I also kept a separate book with dated entries on theoretical or 

conceptual ideas as they emerged so that the origin and development of key ideas 

could be traced, or audited (EC no.6). This book is messy, diagrammatic, and textual, 

uses bullet points and figures, raises questions, and points to any dissonance 

experienced.   

 

The analysis stage began during field work and continued after the field work had 

concluded. At particular points throughout the day and given the appropriate timing, 

I discussed my observations with the intern (EC no.5). Occasionally, this came at 

their request. For instance at Seabreeze Hotel, where lunch is shared and served in a 

canteen, I sat with Anna or Ben and begin conversations with “I noticed that you 

were asking your supervisor about X earlier this morning, what did you mean when 

you said...” for example. This approach to member checking was repeated during 

interviews. I used my field notes to clarify meaning or descriptions of events and 

recorded intern’s agreements or disputes (EC no.5). Member checking was also used 

to verify the authenticity of meanings in preliminary research findings. These were 

conducted through email or over coffee, always with minor, if any, changes.    

 

In the course of analysis and writing up findings, thick descriptions were used to 

unpack what each intern did over their sixteen days of placement (EC no.1). These 

thick descriptions were useful to gather a complete picture of learning practices and 

recognise the heterogeneity and draw up the materiality in informal learning in WIL. 

The analysis of data was considered a process that evolved and included me 

challenging my assumptions and alignment of my ontological, epistemological, and 

methodological positions. Iterative readings of data and other notes assisted in 

confirming or questioning my position and presuppositions (EC no.7). In sum, these 
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steps were taken to ensure this study followed transparent and ethical guidelines, and 

appropriate protocals for performing trustworthy research practices.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the methods, participants, organisational sites, processes, 

and stages of analysis of the research. The following chapter describes the 

chronological WIL experiences of Anna, Ben, and Carrie. These case studies provide 

social, contextual, and material details through which the findings can be better 

understood. Later in Chapter 5, I discuss the findings and explore the dialectical 

relationship between the research findings, theoretical framework and insights from 

the literature. 
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CHAPTER 4: ANNA, BEN, & CARRIE  

Humans are constituted through relations of materiality — bodies, clothes, food, 

devices, tools, which, in turn, are produced through human practices. The 

distinction of humans and artifacts, on this view, is analytical only; these 

entities relationally entail or enact each other in practice (Orlikowski, 2007, pp. 

1438-1439). 

Chapter 3 presented the ethnographic methodology that affords insight directly into 

practices being performed - as they are performed - in the workplace. This chapter 

outlines the placement experiences of three interns, Anna, Ben, and Carrie. Their 

stories are written through a combination of intern’s reflective logs and assessments, 

my observations, field notes, reflexive writing, interviewing, and informal 

conversations, to offer a thick description of what interns do on placement to learn 

work practices and to point to what might be producing or constricting such learning.  

 

The cases are presented chronologically through three phases: pre-placement, 

placement and post-placement. The purpose of presenting the cases this way is to 

compare and contrast what is (and is not) being said, practised, reported, or observed 

at multiple points. Each case is, therefore, a conversation amongst diverse factors, 

responding to questions such as: What do interns say they expect to learn and how 

does this connect with what they do? What are interns doing that remains tacit or 

unarticulated? What do supervisors say interns are learning on placement and how 

does this resonate with the way they set-up placement tasks? What social, contextual, 

or material factors are producing or constricting informal learning on placement? 

 

I write the stories in first person and reflect on my first encounter getting to know 

one another, inescapably placing myself as the researcher alongside and within the 

cases. These stories have been reciprocally reviewed and discussed with participants. 

A complete list of notations used for these references is offered in Appendix A, 

Table 9. 
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Case 1: Anna  

 
Photograph 3: Anna doing WIL 

 

Before placement  

I am first introduced to Anna at the group internship orientation for Seabreeze Hotel. 

At the start of semester, Mia, the HR manager, conducts a group orientation to induct 

all new interns into the policies and expectations of the hotel. This semester (Spring 

2011) Mia is inducting twelve students across eight hotel properties. I describe the 

anticipation in the room as we wait for the group orientation to begin: 

I watch in the foyer as each student arrives. With hands in pockets or busied 

with smart phones, they eventually find each other and form a small circle 

waiting for instruction. They happen to wear a similar dress code: black 

stockings, flat ballet shoes, black skirt, and jacket for girls; and, black pants 

with a collared shirt for guys. They make small-talk and converse about what 

major they are studying and what property they’ve been assigned. Helen, the 

CIP coordinator, arrives, exchanges smiles, and leads them upstairs to the 

meeting room. They chatter and speculate about graduate opportunities (FN_A, 

27/07/11, p.1).  

We are taken to a room typically used for formal events or conferences that boasts 

wide sea views. It has three round tables set-up with lollies, water, and hotel branded 

writing material. Jessica, the HR coordinator, is standing at the front of the room and 

encourages them in conversation: “What do you know about (the organisation)/your 
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property? Who is excited?! (FN_A, 27/07/11, p.2). The room is silent. Feet are 

shuffling. Jessica, noticing the silence and slight rise of anxiety, attempts to create a 

welcoming environment through encouraging statements: “… there was such a high 

calibre of students and some didn’t get selected” (FN_A, 27/07/11, p.2). Mia arrives 

and takes control. She opens with an explanation:  

We select students for all hotel properties... It is important that you talk to each 

other and to me... this is a business environment so grooming standards must be 

adhered to (FN_A, 27/07/11, p.2). 

A male student enquires into the suitability of what he is currently wearing. Mia 

replies it would be fine with the addition of a tie. Mia goes on to talk about 

confidentiality, the company, and their staff. She asks for questions and the students 

are quiet. She goes on: “You will be treated as staff. Be prompt, tell your supervisors 

of any appointments and adhere to workplace rules” (FN_A, 27/07/11, p.2). The 

students sit through a video designed for inducting new staff to the Hotel. Slides are 

shown on internal employment opportunities, the grievance policy, grooming, and 

company values. This presentation goes for about 20 minutes.  

 

Mia finishes the presentation by enticing students with the multiple opportunities 

internships present to opening up career pathways. She shares stories of previous CIP 

interns who have gained employment. The group remains quiet while she persists in 

asking if they have any questions. She concludes: 

…enjoy yourself, learn off the people around you, you only have one 

opportunity to make the most of it. If it’s not meeting your expectations then 

contact me directly (FN_A, 27/07/11, p.3). 

The group is encouraged to stay a little longer, mingle, and step outside the room 

where afternoon tea is offered. Eight students stay around, form little groups, and 

barely touch the beautifully arranged brownies and coffee on the side table. Jessica 

gives tips such as ‘ask questions’ and ‘show initiative’ and shares positive stories of 

past successful students.  

 

It is here that Mia introduces me to Anna for the first time. Anna is the only intern 

not wearing office-like clothes. Instead she is wearing loose black pants and a t-shirt, 
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and apologises for her appearance. I find out that she has come straight from work at 

a café. We agree to meet again over coffee the next day to go through what is 

required for my research and so we can get to know one another. 

 

At coffee, I learn that Anna has recently completed a summer internship with one of 

the region’s largest employers. She tells me that initially she applied for CIP to build 

on her knowledge and skills in her field of HR. Since applying for the program, 

however, she has been offered a graduate position, a two-year contract at a large 

multi-national organisation. She explains how she was actually successful in two 

graduate opportunities and selected the position that was closest to home.  

 

She describes the job offer at the end of session as a massive weight off her 

shoulders. She explains that she will continue to do CIP for two reasons: first, 

because it will make a good addition to her resume, and second, because she needs 

the subject credit points to graduate. She describes the CIP selection process as 

‘pretty straight forward’ and a ‘piece of cake’ (FN_A, 28/07/11, p.2) compared to 

other graduate recruitment processes.  

 

Being Anna’s last semester before graduation, she has three other third-year HR 

subjects to complete alongside CIP. In addition, this semester she will continue 

working in two casual jobs in hospitality. She tells me that CIP is important for 

students studying HR: 

...because unlike other disciplines where work-experience is compulsory, in HR 

you have to do things to seek it yourself, show initiative and stand out from the 

crowd (FN_A, 28/07/11, p.2). 

After our coffee meeting the following day, I ponder how she might juggle all her 

commitments this semester. 

 

Prior to placement beginning Anna submits her first assessment for the internship 

program. The purpose of this first assessment is to read six academic articles and 

relate these to their expectations of work and learning on placement. The assessment 

is divided into three themes: workplace environment, teamwork, and critical/creative 
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thinking. Referencing academic material, Anna reports on what she believes will be 

the benefits and challenges of an internship: 

The main benefit of internship programs, both in terms of workplace learning 

and personally, is the opportunity they present to learn and develop generic 

skills and abilities… On a more personal level, and as supported by Orrell 

(2001, p.3) my internship will assist in evaluating and developing attributes 

such as diplomacy, cooperation, etiquette and leadership…  (RJA_A, 22/08/11, 

p.1) 

Anna highlights developing generic skills as how she will benefit most from the 

internship. Having read through the literature she makes a second claim about the 

advantages of placements: 

Another benefit of my internship program is the chance it will present me to 

bring my theoretical knowledge of HR into a real life business situation 

(Crebert et al 2004, pp. 149). Not only will this add positively to my workplace 

learning, but it will also prove to me my understanding of my degree thus far. It 

will allow me to “inject reality into abstract theoretical concepts” that I am 

faced with at university (Beck & Halim 2008 pp.152). I can then reflect on 

these experiences through my eLogs and test what I have learnt (Beck & Halim 

2008 p.167). Ultimately, I will be prepared for possibly difficult business 

situations, equipping me for a smoother transition from university to 

employment (RJA_A, 22/08/11, p.1).  

Anna is looking to confirm her understandings of HR by participating in workplace 

activities. Having had work experience in HR previously, Anna offers insight into 

what she perceives, as informed by the literature, will be the biggest challenge: 

Coming in with minimal professional experience, I can recognise possible 

difficulties getting to know the appropriate ways to approach work and to cope 

with the pressure of assigned tasks. I will need to recognise the rapidly 

changing nature of work (Crebert et al., 2004) and also master my ability to take 

on a degree of responsibility (RJA_A, 22/08/11, p.2). 

Here, Anna hints at her inexperience and emphasises the need to learn how to deal 

with and take responsibility. Her recognition of the multiple ways to approach work 
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is interesting including that learning workplace norms will be part of the challenge of 

being an intern. 

 

The assessment also directly asks for overall expectations of working in a 

professional environment. Anna reveals her thoughts as a student who is soon to 

graduate: 

As a student who is graduating in no more than 3 months, I come into this 

internship program with rather high expectations. I am ready to begin my career 

as a HR professional and believe sound experience in HR practices before doing 

so would be truly beneficial. My main expectation would revolve around job 

content and the tasks or projects assigned to me during my time with the 

company. I hope to be exposed to a number of generalist HR activities, 

including recruitment and selection, training and development, change 

management, OH&S management, implementation of policies and procedures, 

and organisational development. As I have engaged in some work experience 

with [organisation] in the past, I expect to recognise the differences in these 

practices as a result of the contextual factors associated with alternate industries 

(RJA_A, 22/08/11, p.2). 

Given that Anna has had some previous work experience, she recognises that there 

will be contextual differences in the ways HR is operationalised. However, her main 

expectations align with her career objectives and using the internship for experience 

in a range of HR activities. She express that she wants relevant, challenging 

experiences aligned within her capabilities:  

I hope to be involved in thought-provoking assignments which require me to 

utilise my knowledge gained at university and apply it to a real life situation. 

Whilst I understand I must begin within my limits, I expect to be given some 

degree of responsibility. I think that if I am stretched beyond my comfort zone 

in terms of job content and responsibility- the internship will meet and perhaps 

exceed my expectations (RJA_A, 22/08/11, p.2). 

For Anna, being assigned responsibility is key to her expectations for this placement.  
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Placement days 

On day one, Jessica meets Anna in the lobby of the hotel and takes her through some 

basic induction steps. She shows her the emergency exits and gives her a key to enter 

the restricted areas of the property. The first half of the day is set aside for a student 

group tour through a program aimed at introducing local high school students to 

hospitality. The morning continues with a half hour presentation to the student group 

on the hotel industry, conducted by Jessica, followed by a tour of the hotel. They 

have lunch together in the canteen in the lowest floor, which offers a free buffet to all 

staff. After lunch, Jessica takes Anna through a HR magazine and points out the 

changes to OH&S legislations that were to be implemented the following year. Next, 

Jessica asks Anna to look at the hotel’s HR policy, which Anna finds “extremely 

useful to get an idea of how things were done and the required processes for doing 

so” (eL, 20/08/11, p.1) and to complete a mail merge to respond to recent 

unsuccessful job applicants. Over the course of the day, Jessica introduces Anna to a 

number of staff, from operational levels to senior management roles. Anna records in 

her eLog: 

I understand it will take some time to acquaint myself with the hotel itself and 

with the practical understanding of HR… [however] after only 5 minutes of my 

internship I was already making reference to my studies and I know that this 

experience will be extremely beneficial (eL_A, 20/08/11, p.2).  

Immediately, Anna is looking for and starting to make connections to her formal 

learning in coursework.  

 

On day two, both Jessica and Mia are in the office. First, Mia asks Anna to do some 

research online for a new initiative involving high school students and then invites 

her to sit in on a meeting to discuss this initiative with a representative from the 

Department of Education and Workplace Learning. Next, Jessica asks Anna to 

perform an audit on a number of essential workplace aspects, including: the first-aid 

file (ensuring all first aid representatives have up to date certificates on file); driver’s 

license register (checking all staff members have current copies of their drivers 

licenses recorded); and, occupational health and safety (OH&S) documents 

(including an up to date OH&S committee list and copies of OH&S certificates). To 
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do this, Anna coordinates with the Front of House Manager. Reflecting on the 

importance of having these up-to-date to minimise the hotel’s potential liability, 

Anna makes sense of being assigned this task and contextualises it within wider HR 

workplace practices.   

 

Day three for Anna is mostly spent observing. In the morning, Anna sits in on a 

presentation to staff by the hotel’s superannuation fund representative. In the 

afternoon, Anna observes an interview with Mia for an internal transfer in the HR 

department. Anna comments on what she learnt from observing this recruitment 

process: 

It was a good experience. It taught me that the hotel looks to hire or promote 

from within the organisation before looking at internal candidates. This 

encourages career progression and ensures their employees are well looked 

after. All jobs are advertised internally for five days before they are released 

into the general public. The interview itself was very interesting. It was 

behavioural and gave me an idea what good responses looked like etc. Overall, I 

had a good day. I am appreciating the variety of projects that I am working on 

(eL_A, 23/08/11, p.3). 

On day four, Anna takes on more HR administrative tasks yet her work remains 

instructional. She describes the ‘smaller responsibilities’ being performed on this 

day: 

Today I spent a lot of the day doing tasks I would imagine a HR Administrator 

would do. I entered employment applications into their register, processed 

incident report slips, and followed up on the paper work required for all 

employees completing their Cert II in Hospitality with the hotel. This involved 

having a look at what was on file and liaising with the relevant department 

heads in order to gain the required documents. These tasks were appreciated as 

they gave me an understanding of the smaller responsibilities involved in HR 

(eL_A, 29/08/11, p.3). 

After lunch, Anna and Jessica conduct an OH&S check of a designated area before 

attending an OH&S committee meeting. Anna enjoys observing formal meeting 
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proceedings, yet aspires “to be assigned some more responsibility in the weeks 

coming” (eL_A, 29/08/11, p.4).  

 

On day five Anna finds out that Jessica is leaving. As a result, Mia designates Anna 

the interim HR coordinator! This role is a considerable step above the HR 

administrator tasks she has learnt thus far. Despite commenting in her initial 

assessment and in the previous eLog that she wanted more responsibility, this 

‘promotion’ and increase in workload comes as a surprise. She reflects on her 

readiness to take on this challenge: 

Today was quite a busy day for me. I know in my last eLog I wrote that I was 

hoping for some more responsibility...and that has definitely been assigned to 

me! Jessica is leaving the hotel as the HR Coordinator and unfortunately her 

replacement will not be joining the team for another four weeks. Mia informed 

me that as a result, I will be taking on a lot of her everyday tasks! (eL_A, 

30/08/11, p.4) 

Jessica spends part of the day handing-over the role, explaining to Anna her main 

responsibility will include orientating and inducting up to five or six work experience 

students each week. Anna is taken through what needs to be covered for induction 

such as the required paper work for employment (called ‘starter packs’) and items to 

discuss such as performance, grooming, and confidentiality. Anna takes notes.  

 

Later that day, under Jessica’s watchful eye, Anna performs her first HR Coordinator 

tasks by arranging three interviews and making a reference check. For this latter task 

she is shown a HR procedures folder with a list of set questions to ask the referee. 

She explains in her eLog:  

I was then shown a more detailed insight into the hotel's recruitment and 

selection processes. At this stage, the Conference and Catering (C&C) 

department are hiring a number of new employees for the upcoming busy 

period. Jessica and the C&C department head had conducted a number of 

interviews last week and had a short-list of applicants who had to be reference 

checked. This was my job. It was a great experience and I had to ask some 

questions which required the referee to draw upon past experiences of the 

applicant's performance. It showed me the real worth of this process as one 
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applicant had unfavourable feedback from a past employer. Something that 

would have gone under the radar had the hotel not gone to the effort to conduct 

these reviews (eL_A, 30/08/11, p.4). 

Although Anna is stepping into the HR coordinator role, the tasks she is performing 

in HR administration also require attention. Therefore, Anna spends some time 

completing sorting through mail and checking emails and voice messages. She writes 

quite clearly, even confidently, in her eLogs the activities in Jessica’s hand over: 

I also had to schedule three candidates in for an interview in the C&C 

department which are being held tomorrow. I am lucky enough to be allowed to 

sit in on these and Jessica informs me this will acquaint me in case I need to 

conduct one myself in her absence.  Overall I enjoyed my day at the internship. 

I have been assigned a lot of responsibility and am ready to take on the 

challenge (eL_A, 30/08/11, p.4). 

The degree of responsibility that Anna had been hoping for has presented itself. In 

her eLogs she sounds confident, perhaps even excited about the opportunities this 

might bring. However, in her interviews another side is explored as she describes this 

day back to me:  

Anna   Well, in the transition period it was me. So she [Jessica] left 

and she sort of said to me, there’s gonnna be about two or 

three weeks before my replacement comes.  

Bonnie  Right. 

Anna  ‘So you’re gonna have to sort of step in and check my emails, 

coordinate work experience, write up some contracts’ and so 

it was all really rushed… while she [Jessica] was there she 

was like ‘these are the things you’ve got to really need to 

know so this is how you do it’… and I was like urrghhh!  

Bonnie  How were you feeling this day? What were you most 

concerned about? 

Anna  Ahhh, yeah, I was, I donno. I guess I felt a little bit nervous 

especially because Mia’s out of the office a lot, so I was a 

little bit concerned about being not able to ask someone. Um, 

but, I tried to write as many notes down as possible before she 

left so that I could refer to those. So she sort of did it step-by-
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step, so when she said you have to draw contracts up of 

people who we recruit, she said like, “this is what’s in the 

starters pack, this is what needs to be added to the starters 

pack, this is where you can find what needs to be added” and 

I sort of tried to write it down as much as possible so that I 

could have that there (IN_A, 13/10/11, pp.6-7). 

Anna relies on taking notes to learn this new role. She seems concerned about getting 

the steps right and the limited supervisory support given Mia’s busy schedule.  

 

Day six is similar to day five, only it is Jessica’s last day. Anna comments: 

Today was again, very busy. It was my last day there with Jessica before she 

leaves so we were working very hard to ensure I was familiarised with a 

number of her responsibilities whilst she was there to teach me (eL_A, 

05/09/11, p.5). 

Anna schedules three more interviews for an opening in the food and beverage 

department, conducts two reference checks, and continues the audit of staff paper 

work. She also observes two interviews conducted by Jessica and the Conference and 

Catering manager. In her eLog she reflects on what she saw: 

It was interesting to experience the structure of the interview, as it began with 

generalist sorts of questions about the candidate, their interests and motivations, 

and then moved onto five behavioural questions. These were based on 

competencies such as teamwork, safety, problem solving, and customer service. 

There was also one that tested for technical competency and as the position was 

for a food and beverage attendant, Peter [Conference and Catering Manager] 

asked questions like 'Can you tell me what your favourite cocktail is and what 

you would use/ do to make it', or 'Can you tell me what your favourite variety of 

wine is and why?' I really appreciated these sorts of questions, as I can 

understand the importance of having the very best staff for a 4.5 star hotel 

(eL_A, 05/09/11, p.3). 

In between the interviews, Anna inducts and orientates her first work experience 

student on her own. She greets him in the lobby, takes him into the HR offices, and 

goes through the hotel's expectations for his placement. She goes through the paper 
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work and discusses items such as uniform, duties, and emergency procedures, before 

showing him around the hotel. She says: 

 It was nice to know that Jessica felt comfortable sending me on my own and it 

gave me an opportunity to exercise the skills she had taught me (eL_A, 

05/09/11, p.5). 

Before the end of the day, Jessica teaches Anna how to complete starter packs and 

order items such as name tags, car park passes, and swing cards. To summarise the 

day she says: 

Overall, it was a very action packed day. I am slightly overwhelmed with all of 

the new information but know I can ask Mia and some of the other managers for 

help if need be (eL_A, 05/09/11, p.6). 

Day seven offers new challenges. Jessica has gone and Mia is also away. Anna 

summarises in her eLog: 

Today I was in the office on my own as Jessica has transferred and Mia was in 

Sydney! It was slightly daunting but I had a big list of things to do so I was 

happy to put my head down and get it done (eL_A, 11/09/11, p.6). 

Although a little apprehensive, Anna finds direction in the notes she has been 

scribbling during the two days of handover. She tells me that she has found 

confidence in her ‘big list of things to do’ (IN_A, 13/10/11, p.6).  

 

This day starts with inducting and orientating two work experience students. During 

induction she notices one of the students is inappropriately dressed. Knowing that the 

hotel has a policy on dress code, Anna quickly organises something alternative for 

her to wear. She justifies: 

It is important to acknowledge that they are going into a four-and-a-half star 

hotel and there is a need to maintain the appearance of staff so that the guests 

always recognize that value (eL_A, 11/09/11, p.7). 

Here, Anna demonstrates knowledge of the practice by understanding the workplace 

norms and policies - this is responsibility in action. Next she prepares starter packs, 

checks Jessica’s emails and voice mails, and conducts reference checks for the food 
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and beverage manager. She goes on to make two job offers to successful candidates 

and organises their work contracts. Because these new hires are under 18, Anna 

liaises with payroll to determine base wage per hour. Anna is enacting workplace 

practices commensurate with a HR professional. I ask her about this day: 

Bonnie  What was that first day (without Jessica) like? 

Anna That was nerve racking. Because Mia was out of the office! 

Graham [Assistant Manager] was out of the office! And 

Lawrence [Financial Manager] was out of the office! AND… 

Julie [GM’s Personal Assistant] wasn’t there, so it was 

literally just me. So that was nerve racking. Um, Jessica left 

me her personal mobile though... and Mia called twice to see 

how I was going and everything. But it was nerve racking, 

especially when I had like Jean [Restaurant Manager] coming 

down stairs saying ‘we want to hire four new people for the 

restaurant, like, can you tell me where to find the staff 

requisition forms and can you organise a day where either you 

or Mia can sit in on like, interviews and stuff’. And I was just 

a bit like, Oh! Maybe?  

Bonnie  So how did you know what to do? 

Anna  Um, that’s a good question. I had to call Jessica. But I called 

Jessica, I just said ‘this is what he wants’. Um, ‘what’s this 

green form he’s speaking of?’ and stuff like that and she’s 

kind’ve explained it to me which was good. So yeah, I guess I 

wasn’t completely in the dark and I did kind of know a little 

bit. So I tried to yeah, liaise with him and Jessica and myself 

and... so it wasn’t too bad. Yeah (IN_A, 13/10/11, p.9). 

The nervousness Anna describes is not reflected in her eLog. In fact, her eLog 

doesn’t tell this later story about Jean the Restaurant Manager. Instead, it boasts 

confidence about her limited contact with Jessica: 

Overall, another good day. I only had to call Jessica in Canberra once!! A good 

effort considering I had been left on my own! (eL_A, 11/09/11, p.7) 

Day eight takes Anna outside the hotel HR department and in the hotel’s corporate 

events. It is a team building and development day that brings together all the New 
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South Wales hotel properties. She describes this day as her “favourite internship day 

yet” (eL_A, 12/09/11, p.7). On this day, Anna is elated about networking with other 

employees. She comments: 

Mia made a conscious effort to introduce me to a number of her colleagues and 

it gave me an opportunity to network and get my face known. After the event 

we were invited to the [restaurant] and we had dinner. It was a great 'team 

bonding' sort of opportunity and illustrated to me, the importance placed on 

social events [this organisation]. It appeared to have a fantastic response from 

all of the employees and really showed me just how far smaller, intrinsic sort of 

motivations can go (eL_A, 12/09/11, p.7). 

It is interesting that Anna’s favourite day is one outside the workplace, engaging and 

networking with other people. She draws out what she has learnt from this day, 

observing the power of what she calls ‘smaller, intrinsic motivations’. Later, in 

conversation with Anna I ask her what she did this day and I write in my field notes: 

Anna mentions making a conscious effort to ask questions and network. I asked 

how she learnt this, she said that she watched Mia’s professionalism and phone 

manner and mimicked her. She said she just decided to, didn’t really plan it. She 

says she has learnt a lot from copying her (FN_A, 22/09/11, p.2). 

Anna imitates Mia to learn the professional practice of networking. Anna starts 

copying Mia’s approach and bodily language to get to know her colleagues and 

promote herself amongst other professionals.     

 

Day nine and Anna is back in the office and pulled into helping out with a charity 

race event sponsored by Seabreeze Hotel, that is held the coming weekend. In stark 

contrast with the previous day, today Anna spends most of her time gluing and 

stuffing envelopes and making lanyards for the 31 teams participating in the event. In 

trying to make the most out of this time she records: 

Overall, it was an OK day. Fairly mundane as I glued about 400 envelopes in 

over 8 hours- but appreciated all the same. I have been involved in a lot of 

recruitment and selection so it gave me an outlook into corporate responsibility- 

which is a part of the bigger strategic HR picture (eL_A, 13/09/11, p.7). 
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Although the tasks are mundane and perhaps not directly relevant to HR, Anna 

positions these activities within the broader organisational strategy of contributing to 

the community. 

 

Day ten and Anna finds it difficult to know what jobs to do. Things have changed 

again. Jessica is back performing a hand-over with the new HR coordinator, Eleanor, 

and in doing so Jessica uses the computer and other resources in the space Anna had 

been using. Anna says because of this “much of the work I had to do was left 

undone” (eL10_A, 17/09/11, p.2). There is a sense of disappointment in not being 

able to complete her assigned duties. Instead, Anna checks emails on a computer set-

up outside the office. When the time comes, she conducts two pre-placement 

meetings with work experience students that had been arranged the previous week. 

At lunch a farewell is held for the financial controller, Garry. Anna summarises:  

Overall, an OK day. Not the most stimulating but I guess I can expect that in a 

real job anyway! (eL_A, 17/09/11, p.8) 

On day eleven, with Jessica and Eleanor are gone, Anna is back to her ‘usual’ duties 

and is noticing a trend in her unsupervised work. She reasons: 

[I’ve had] a lot of un-supervised work lately but I can understand due to the 

recent changes to HR here at Seabreeze Hotel. I started off by going through 

emails for Jessica. There were a couple of work-experience/ employment 

related messages, which I processed accordingly (eL_A, 17/09/11, p.8). 

Although Anna is more aware of her lack of supervision this doesn’t stop her from 

moving forward with tasks that she can see need doing. Checking emails has become 

a daily practice; her familiarity is signalled as she mentions, almost dismissively, 

how she processes them according to procedures and without instruction. Next, she 

conducts her first group orientation with six work experience students. Mia checks in 

on her progress and Anna comments it was “nice to have her there” (eL_A, 17/09/11, 

p.8). Anna notices that one student has breached uniform code and finds her an 

alternative shirt from house-keeping. She distributes the students to the required 

hotel divisions, where she encounters a problem with over staffing in the food and 

beverage division. She speaks to Mia and they agree to re-locate one of the work 
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experience students to the Conference and Catering division to relieve the food and 

beverage manager.  

 

Day twelve is similar to day eleven, starting with checking emails and arranging 

work experience dates. I write in my field notes observations of someone who knows 

what they’re doing:  

Anna arrives right on 9am. She holds a key to the office, opens it up for me and 

sits down at a seat facing towards the corridor with a glass window that 

connects the office to the space in between the Manager’s offices. I place 

myself somewhere at the back of the room. The conversation is mainly 

pleasantries as she turns the computer on, places her handbag in a particular 

spot underneath the table and organises the paper work on the table. The 

computer takes at least a minute or two to load.  

The phone rings and Anna answers without hesitation “Human Resources, this 

is Anna”. It is a teacher from a local college enquiring about a student who 

would like to organise work experience, following up from an email previously 

sent. Anna replies professionally that the computer is still loading, they share a 

chuckle, and she tells the teacher that once opened she will see the information 

and give the teacher a call back.  

She logs into the computer as she places the phone down. The login is known to 

her off-by-heart. She brings up the emails of the Human Resources Coordinator. 

At this organisation the email addresses are based on roles rather than to 

individual people. I speculate that this makes a lot of sense given the internal 

transfer rate and turnover, it also allows others to carry on with the tasks and 

follow things up if that person is away (FN_A, 22/09/11, p.1). 

My initial feelings are that I am watching a professional at work. Anna knows where 

to sit, how to log on and what to say on the phone. She has the office key and 

computer codes to get onto the tasks at hand. She receives a second call, this time 

from the lobby indicating that she has two work experience students, one is waiting 

to be oriented, the other has been here before. As we walk up the stairs she tells me 

about Jessica’s absence and how she has been mostly dealing with work experience 

students. She explains to me how she has been responsible for the interviews, pre-

placement meetings and orientations of the work experience students, making 
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arrangements and responding to enquiries. Interestingly, and in contrast to what I had 

already seen and heard, she says to me “I feel as though I know as much as they do” 

(FN_A, 22/09/11, p/1). 

 

After orientation, the girls are seated in the human resources office along with us. I 

make notes on the way Anna is making decisions in the moment and even delegating 

tasks: 

These two girls sit together on the other side of the room, away from Anna and 

I. They are quiet and don’t speak much, both are wearing black skirts, ballet 

flats and neat collared shirts. One girl, named Sarah, asks Anna “What do you 

want us to do?” Anna replies “How about the filing?” and helps show them 

where this is. Anna moves on to her emails and flicks between emails and an 

online database (FN_A, 22/09/11, p.2). 

It is interesting, that without much hesitation, Anna performs management practices. 

Although an intern, by delegating tasks to the work experience students, Anna’s role 

shifts from no longer being the most junior person in the room.  

 

Following up the phone call this morning, Anna calls Jessica’s mobile number. She 

can’t find any information in the emails or on the database about this student. She 

tells me she has Jessica’s personal mobile number and was told she could call 

anytime. Getting off the phone to Jessica, Anna notices Mia has walked into her 

office and goes to sort things out with her. Several minutes later, Mia comes into the 

office and asks if Anna and I would like a coffee. As we walk through the internal 

stairs to the kitchen together, speaking directly to me, Mia starts praising Anna:  

She tells me that Anna is a godsend since Jessica has gone and that she has to be 

the most exceptional intern they have ever had. She notes how quickly she has 

picked things up and has run with it. She says in the beginning they gave her 

quite a lot of support and that Jessica did a hand over to Anna before she left 

(FN_A, 22/09/11, p.2). 

After Mia has made us a coffee we walk back into the office. Sarah, speaking on 

behalf of herself and the other student, mentions to Anna that they have completed 

the filing. Anna says “good work” and asks if next they could help with posting 
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thank you letters to organisations that supported the fundraiser last week. She emails 

Sarah the letter template and double checks they have understood the task “Is that 

cool? Thank you” (FN_A, 22/09/11, p.3). 

 

Anna calls the local college teacher back and they discuss the pre-placement 

meeting. Anna decides (as discussed earlier with Jessica) that because the student 

lives so far away they will skip the orientation. Instead, Anna explains that she will 

fax the necessary information through. They talk about the teacher coming for a visit 

and I hear Anna say “no worries come in and we’ll shout you a coffee and talk about 

that” (FN_A, 22/09/11, p.3). She gives the teacher her direct phone number, pauses, 

looks around, and finds something that reminds her of their phone and fax number. 

She tells the teacher to ask for her ‘Anna’ when calling or addressing the fax.  

 

The room becomes quiet again and sometime later Sarah speaks up. She asks Anna 

about signing her work experience placement sheet, what days she will be working 

and whether she was her supervisor. Anna acts a little defensive and replies “I have 

no idea. You will have to wait until Mia comes out” (FN_A, 22/09/11, p.3). I’m 

struck by what is happening here. Three students on temporary placement are 

currently running the human resources department. In the absence of any supervisor, 

the newer two lean on Anna for advice, guidance and instruction. Anna confidently 

enacts workplace practices, demonstrating knowing-in-action through actions such as 

deciding to buy a teacher coffee, nominating herself as the contact person to the 

external stakeholder, and today, even acting as a supervisor to others. Yet Anna 

holds no real authority - perhaps this is the reason she declines to sign Sarah’s form.   

 

After lunch I witness this again. This time Anna is more attuned to the strangeness, 

but is able to improvise a task for the students in-the-moment by remembering what 

needs to get done. I record their conversation: 

Sarah  Anna, is there anything you want us to do? 

Anna  That’s funny, because I don’t know… Actually, did Julie 

[GM’s Personal Assistant] teach you how to do starter packs? 

Sarah Yup. 
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Anna Great, because we had a huge influx recently so maybe do 

about 6? Great! If you can just check them, because I know 

that a few of them had some missing, like the numeracy was 

missing a page. So, if you can like, audit them? Cool (FN_A, 

22/09/11, p.3). 

As they sort through, the girls notice that two of the packs are missing a page. Anna 

prints off this page for each pack and gives it to the girls and offers encouragement 

“good work”. After this task is completed the girls sit patiently next to one another 

on the swivel chairs. Sarah, again, asks if there is anything Anna would like done. 

Anna’s reply is telling of the contradiction in play, she says “I actually don’t have 

any delegation power. So I can’t really assign you any tasks” (FN_A, 22/09/11, p.4).  

 

In Anna’s eLog on this day, myself and the two work experience girls are omitted. 

Instead, her awareness has suddenly been drawn to the impending finality of the 

placement and on lost opportunities. She writes: 

As I am coming to the end of the internship I am a little disappointed that I 

wasn’t exposed to any big HR projects. I know Mia had planned for me to help 

out with developing a training program, but with the changes in the HR team 

this hasn’t happened (eL_A, 20/09/11, p.8). 

Day thirteen and Mia is in-and-out of the office throughout the morning. At one point 

Anna goes in to ask Mia for help with a university assignment for a management 

subject, which she obliges for about 15 minutes. The assignment requires students to 

select an organisation and write about their structures and divisions. Anna writes: 

I had gone through the questions previously and found that I was able to answer 

a lot of them myself, as I had learned so much about the organisation during my 

internship. It was nice to be able to relate theory to practice and feel 

comfortable doing so (eL_A, 24/09/11, p.9). 

She performs reference checks as requested by the restaurant manager, then collates 

employment contracts and starter packs. She comments “I am getting pretty good at 

putting contracts together now. A skill I am grateful for learning during my 

internship” (eL_A, 24/09/11, p.9). She counts down the days “Only 3 days to go 

now” (eL_A, 24/09/11, p.9).  
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On day fourteen the presence of two employees changes things for Anna. Julie, the 

GM’s personal assistant who has worked here for longer than anyone can remember, 

has returned. This day also happens to be Eleanor’s second day as the new HR 

coordinator. However, as soon as I arrive, Anna is alone waiting in the office and 

informs me that she needs to do an induction. I record in my field notes: 

I put my things down and follow her as she makes her way upstairs. Without 

asking the receptionist, she sees two young girls dressed in black and 

approaches them. These two girls are standing to the side of the room together, 

both with their hands in front of them and smiling, nervously. I follow her as 

she takes them down to the office. She has not introduced me or referred to my 

presence. I learn that one girl is from a management collage and another in 

TAFE studying hospitability, this is the first time they have met. Both will do 

work experience in C&C division (FN_A, 27/09/11, p.1). 

Upon returning downstairs with the students, Julie and Eleanor have arrived. Anna 

positions herself on a chair outside the office where she had previously been sitting. 

Anna has moved around various desks, she had been sitting in Julie’s chair the first 

few days and then occupied Jessica’s space when she left. The spot she sits in today 

is a make-shift desk with a broken chair and seems to be a bit of a storage area. 

However, with Julie and Eleanor present on this day, Anna has positioned herself in 

the only other available space, as seen in Figure 5.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Anna’s office spatial arrangements day fourteen  
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In my notes I describe this space: 

Anna takes a seat at the desk in the far corner of the room. This desk is away 

from the seat that she sat in last time, thus, away from the other staff. The desk 

is meagre and older than the others used. She sits behind the desk and the two 

girls sit and face her, she warns them to be careful because the leg on one of the 

chairs is broken (FN_A, 27/09/11, p.2). 

As I watch Anna find the students chairs to sit on, I get the sense that she is very 

comfortable with the induction process. I observe the expertise in Anna’s 

performance and record her performance of induction practices in detail: 

First, she takes them through the confidentiality agreement, explaining what this 

means in simple, plain language. Next she gives an overview of the organisation 

and management structure. In doing this she is looking both girls in the eyes and 

does not refer to any notes. As she talks about each level manager, she gestures 

to where they sit, which level they are on, and where their office is located. 

From this she moves into the emergency procedures and recalls the number to 

call in case of emergency. She goes through the sounds they may hear if there is 

an emergency in the building. Her advice is to ‘stay close to the department 

head and follow instructions’. She describes the emergency meeting points 

outside. She asks them if they have any questions and both girls are quiet. Next, 

she goes through what to do if you can’t come in for a work experience day and 

who to call. She checks their uniforms and says they look good. She gets them 

name tags from the draw and writes on them. She asks again if they have any 

questions before she introduces them to department heads. They have no 

questions. She goes through when lunch is and that the staff canteen is free. She 

still has not yet referred to any notes. It sounds rehearsed, as though she has said 

this many times before (FN_A, 27/09/11, pp.2-3). 

In Anna’s interview I read her this excerpt from my field notes and ask her to reflect 

on what she recalled from this morning. She explains: 

Whilst Jessica was there, we’d get a lot of work experience students, so she did 

the same spiel with them. And on her last week when she sort of said this would 

be my job, um, I made a note, a conscious effort to take notes on exactly what 

she’d been through with them. So I knew I had to cover emergency procedures, 

I knew that I had to cover confidentiality and all those sorts of things. So I um, I 



|103 
 

guess the first group on my own I referred to the notes but after you do it each 

time... I did it pretty much every day I was there for my internship. So it kind of 

becomes routine. I just picked it up. Yeah (IN_A, 13/10/11, p.17). 

There is a tone in Anna’s voice that is ‘matter of fact’ as she describes to me the 

norms of the workplace and the way things are done at Seabreeze Hotel. It is obvious 

that she is performing the known rules of induction as learnt from watching and 

listening to Jessica. Anna has had the opportunity to enact this induction practice 

several times and is becoming less dependent on her notes as the practice becomes 

routine and known.  

 

This induction, however, is the last activity in which Anna demonstrates this level of 

knowing in relation to HR coordinator practices. I record in my field notes: 

Mia comes in at 10am and checks on Anna. She is leaving now and wants to 

know what tasks she has to do and if she has enough work to keep her going. 

Anna replies “not a lot”. Mia asks Julie (PA to the GM) to delegate some tasks 

to Anna. As Mia leaves Julie asks Anna if she would open the mail – to my 

surprise Anna accepts this job with gratitude “Sure thing! No problem” she says 

(FN_A, 27/09/11, p.4). 

I watch her open the mail and scan a few documents. Several times, Eleanor asks 

Anna about processes or where things are in the office, which to me seems strange 

that an intern is teaching the new HR Coordinator their role. I found it interesting to 

hear Anna describe the work, saying things like “some of the time we get teacher 

placements…” (FN_A, 27/09/11, p.4). She uses the term ‘we’ demonstrating that she 

feels part of the team and has knowledge of the way things are done here.   

 

Julie, Eleanor, Anna, and I share lunch together in the canteen. After lunch, neither 

Julie nor Eleanor knows what to tasks to give Anna. Without a delegated task Anna 

works on her university assignment. From here on, Anna becomes once again the 

more junior member of staff and struggles with knowing where to fit in and what to 

do: 

Julie was quite busy with a lot of her PA tasks and so I offered to help her out. 

Eleanor, having only started yesterday was still finding her feet and I did not 
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want to feel a burden on her. I opened the mail and delivered it to the relevant 

people. I also scanned a couple of documents for her (eL_A, 27/09/11, p.10). 

Anna searches for administrative type jobs, asks for tasks and awaits delegation. In 

her interview, Anna resolves how she approached being given administrative tasks, 

given the limited time left on placement:  

Anna   I kind of felt as though when Eleanor came into her job, the 

dynamics of my whole internship completely changed. Like 

I’d gone from having so much responsibility and pretty much 

doing Jessica’s job to asking Eleanor for jobs and then at 

some stage it was even Julie delegating the jobs that I thought 

weren’t really relevant to HR whatsoever… but I just sort of 

had to take a step back ‘n... take what I was given. 

Bonnie   So why did you feel that you had to take a step back?          

Anna  Um, I guess cause I wasn’t in the position of having... I don’t 

know. I kind of felt like as a student going into an 

organisation you just do what you’re told, they’re helping you 

out so you get tasks and you just do them. And I wouldn’t 

want to undermine Julie anyway by saying ‘no that’s not 

relevant at all’… So, I don’t know. I guess I just did what I 

could... But, I don’t know I guess I just had to do it. 

Bonnie  You just had to do it, you’ve just got to roll with it. And what 

did you learn from that, from having Eleanor turn up and Julie 

there as well?  

Anna  Um [pause] I don’t know, not really I guess, I just sort of 

went along with it yeah. It happened pretty late on in my 

internship as well so I just sort of figured I’ve only got a 

couple of, you know, scheduled days left so I, just… they’re 

the official employees (IN_A, 13/10/11, pp.17-18). 

 

The tensions between knowing and not-knowing, moving forward and standing still 

are evident on this day and play a key part in Anna’s learning. Anna’s role has 

changed from enactments of authority and confidence through management and 

human resources practices, to a role void of decision-making that is dependent on 

others. Interesting power dynamics are produced by employees or ‘official 
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employees’ coming and going. Anna’s role at Seabreeze Hotel has been re-

positioned and now she searches for jobs so that she, ironically given her new found 

knowledge and experience, is not a ‘burden’. She does so by ‘doing what she’s told’.  

 

Day fifteen and the second last day of placement, Anna works closely with Eleanor. 

She finishes reviewing the HR policy and sits in on an interview. Under Eleanor’s 

brief direction, she decides to work on a work experience procedure document based 

on what she has learnt with induction, using a template from Eleanor’s previous 

hotel. She justifies this as a worthy process:  

I used this as a template and adapted it to what I was taught by Jessica here at 

Seabreeze Hotel. It is great to have a formalised procedure- so that anybody 

could refer to the document and feel comfortable going through the process 

themselves (eL_A, 29/09/11, p.11). 

She no longer determines her own tasks, instead she waits instruction and performs 

activities where needed. She describes her work in passing to me as “bits and bobs” 

(FN_A, 30/09/11, p.1).  

 

Day sixteen is Anna’s last day. In the morning I watch Anna waste time. She’s 

waiting for someone to tell her what to do. The managers and staff are in a meeting. 

She sits at Eleanor’s desk and looks on the computer, “I need something to do” 

(FN_A, 30/09/11, pp.1) she whispers. The meeting finishes at 9:30am and we can see 

people gathering around outside the glass office windows. She says to me, “I’ll wait 

till they (Mia and Lawrence) finish talking and then I’ll ask” (FN_A, 30/09/11, p.2), 

in the meantime Anna asks me if I would like a coffee and we go down stairs 

together chatting. When we come back she casually looks through resumes in the 

tray to see if any of them need to be entered. Next, she starts to fiddle on her phone. 

In her interview I ask Anna to talk about the morning of her last day: 

[laughing] Shhh... um, honestly I was probably going through personal 

messages just trying to occupy time until someone came back and told me what 

to do… oh, I guess if they had tasks for me then I could have been doing more. 

But, yeah I did sort of feel that my last couple of days weren’t as productive as 

they had been when I was, when Eleanor wasn’t there I guess. Yeah like I had 

nothing to do… Yeah. Especially now Eleanor was there I couldn’t do my little 
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jobs that occupied time in the past. So I couldn’t sort of respond to emails or, I 

tried to do as much as I could but yeah, I figured it was my last day and they 

probably wouldn’t want to assign me a whole new task from then anyway 

(IN_A, 13/10/11, p.24). 

In the late morning, Mia asks Anna to do some internet searching and come up with 

ideas to increase the hotel’s indigenous staff. Anna accepts this task with delight. At 

lunch time Lawrence (the General Manager), Mia, and Eleanor take Anna to a 

restaurant to say thank you and goodbye. She says in her eLogs, “It was a really nice 

gesture and I genuinely feel that I have been appreciated” (eL_A, 30/09/11, p.3). She 

thanks them with a box of chocolates and a card. Mia says, “you’re welcome back 

here anytime! Seriously” (FN_A, 30/09/11, p.3). Anna writes, “I am sad to have to 

wind it all up, as I have made some really good friends at the (organisation) and 

continue to learn so much” (eL16_A, 30/09/11, p.3). Anna finishes the day by 

conducting a reference check. 

 

In her interview, I probe Anna to explore more about how she felt finishing her 

placement with a special lunch: 

I guess being a teaching organisation and being able to... yeah, give students the 

opportunity to I guess do things practically and transfer their knowledge and 

things like that. Yeah, Lawrence was always, throughout my whole internship, 

asking how I was and what I was working on and things like that. So I guess for 

him, he’s seen me come from the start of the internship right through to the end 

and he’d known that I’d taken a lot of responsibility in the middle of it and I 

think he genuinely did appreciate what I had done throughout the organisation, 

and things like that. So yeah, I guess, I think he was just genuinely trying to 

thank me for it? I felt like I was valued, so it was really nice. He was so sweet 

and yeah, it was good. It was a nice way to go (IN_A, 13/10/11, p.25). 

After placement 

One month later, Anna submits her final assessment to the Internship program. It is a 

structured reflective report with questions around: key tasks and roles; application of 

university studies; team structures; critical and creative thinking; and, overall 

thoughts on their learning (See Appendix D for details on CIP assessment). In this 

assessment, she begins by summarising her internship: 
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During my placement I worked closely with the HR Coordinator and the HR 

Manager. Both of my supervisors aimed to provide me with variety when 

allocating tasks and I was lucky enough to gain practical experience in a 

number of generalist HR activities. After about 3 weeks of me being there, the 

HR Coordinator, Jessica, transferred to [another property], leaving me to step 

into her role with very minimal time for a proper ‘hand over’. This was 

challenging but I appreciated the responsibility (RJB_A, 24/10/11, p.1). 

She describes how her tasks were ‘80% recruitment’ including filling vacant 

positions, screening applicants, conducting reference checks, drawing up contracts, 

taking inductions, and working with work experience students and teachers. She goes 

on to highlight specific theories from her university studies that align with these jobs. 

In a single line she acknowledges other administration based tasks involving data 

entry, checking emails, filing, and sorting mail.  

 

In her assessment, Anna also talks about the skills she learnt on placement, mainly 

personal and networking skills. She identifies that she learnt these by watching her 

supervisors, picking up on the office ‘lingo’ and asking questions about their careers. 

In terms of teamwork, Anna says that the strength of her team was that she was 

afforded a lot of responsibility which encouraged her to show initiative:  

I think the internship experience was the most productive and socially cohesive 

team I have worked in professionally to date (RJB_A, 24/10/11, p.5). 

She describes the range of roles performed on placement: 

Often I was assigned the role of the ‘researcher’ and it was my job to gather and 

organise information surrounding an issue or activity. In another sense I was the 

administrator or organiser as I played a big role in developing excel sheets and 

presenting information or schedules in easily readable and accessible format. 

On some occasions, I was even a leader- when I was left alone in the office and 

had to delegate tasks to work experience and other internship students. On 

different levels I contributed in different ways (RJB_A, 24/10/11, p. 5). 

Her selections are well considered, however, to me this description does not 

represent the pendulum swing I observed between these roles. She also points out 

some limitations in her work team: 
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The only weakness of the team structure I worked in would probably have been 

the lack of clear direction that I was at times given. The HR Manager was often 

out of the office and without the HR Coordinator there I was unsure what sorts 

of jobs and tasks I should be doing, or if what I was doing was correct. I would 

ask the PA who was also unsure and she would try to assign me tasks as best 

she could but they were often unrelated to the HR field. Communication 

definitely facilitates the workings of a team and I felt at times it was possibly 

not as efficient as it could have been (RJB_A, 24/10/11, p.4). 

Anna’s final assessment connects what she is learning at university to her placement 

work practices in human resources. She highlights developing generic skills such as 

networking and explains that she learnt these primarily by observing her supervisors 

and asking questions.  

 

Omitted from Anna’s assignment, and to some extent her eLogs, is the rollercoaster 

of emotions that I felt in the room and in our interview, as practices were changed 

and new ones were learnt. Changes to what Anna did and where she sat, had 

substantial impact on the practices she enacted and how she learned. Anna spoke a 

lot about ‘responsibility’ and how it would - and did - influence how she felt about 

the internship. What is not apparent in her written accounts, but clear in mine, is the 

effect of ‘excess responsibility’ such as delegating to other students in the absence of 

higher authority, or ‘reverse responsibility’ when employees were present and 

knowledgeable practices were stripped away.  

 

Interpretive comment 

Anna’s sixteen days of placement is largely affected by the resignation of her direct 

supervisor, Jessica. Throughout Anna’s placement we see her move from shadowing 

the HR Coordinator, to confidently performing HR work practices only to be 

redeployed to a place of unknowing while waiting to be assigned administrative 

tasks. Several interesting and overlapping issues arise from this placement: 

• The implications of staffing changes on how Anna learns work practices   

• The appreciation Anna demonstrates for the range of tasks she is either 

delegated or responsible for   
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• Anna’s ability to improvise when looking for help, something to do or 

assigning the work experience students duties  

• The impact of absence: supervisor’s absenteeism having an effect on Anna’s 

daily practices 

• Anna’s ability to learn and competently perform HR work practices when 

assigned the HR coordinator role for several days  

• Use of note-taking, observing, and questioning practices to learn a new task 

• The curious allocation of responsibility to a novice (who is also not an 

employee) 
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Case 2: Ben 

 

Photograph 4: Ben doing WIL 

 

Before placement  

I first meet Ben over coffee on university campus. Helen introduced us through email 

and we had chatted over the phone. Ben was meant to attend the same group 

orientation as Anna at Seabreeze Hotel, however, because of illness he stayed in his 

home country of Dubai and arrived in Australia one week later.  

 

From our discussion I learn several things about Ben. He left school at 16 years of 

age and did a foundation course to get into university. After studying at the 

University of Wollongong Dubai (UOWD) part-time for one year, in 2009 he moved 

to Australia to study at UOW Wollongong campus. He is studying a double-major in 

finance and marketing. This is his last semester and after graduation he wants to 

work in the finance or banking industry. He has completed an internship prior to this 

at a bank in Dubai, where his father is Chief Financial Officer. 

 

He tells me about the interview process to get into CIP. He describes how he had an 

exam the previous afternoon and another exam that day, so he had felt distracted. I 

ask about how he felt with me accompanying him on placement. Ben said that he is 

very happy to help out but is worried that the placement days might be long for me. I 
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get the sense that he is a willing participant and I am impressed with how open and 

honest he is with me.  

 

Ben’s orientation is a phone call from Garry the financial controller at Seabreeze 

Hotel. Garry’s wife is due to have a baby and he tells Ben he will be taking time off. 

Ben expresses some uncertainty as he relays the conversation to me, he is unsure 

who is going to be his supervisor when Garry is away.  

 

Garry has told Ben to be at the Hotel at 8am Tuesday to help move boxes. Garry 

instructs Ben to wear dress pants, work boots, and a t-shirt that will be provided. It 

seems that Ben will not be starting work in finance, although Ben has little 

knowledge of what this means. In his interview he talks about his initial shock over 

what he was instructed to wear: 

Ben Then on the phone he’s like ‘you’re gonna need work boots’. 

I’m like ‘what, I don’t have work boots’. He was like ‘maybe 

you could come in, I have a size 16’. I’m like ‘I’m not a size 

16’. Yeah it was an interesting time…  

Bonnie   So he asked you to wear work boots? 

Ben  Yes. He wanted me to buy work boots first.  

Bonnie  He wanted you to buy work boots? 

Ben  Yeah.  
Bonnie  Did he say anything else about anything else you were 

supposed to wear? 

Ben  Casual suit pants and the shirt to be provided by Seabreeze 

Hotel.  

Bonnie   And what were you thinking when he said that? 

Ben   I, um, in Dubai we have to dress very formal for work. Even 

when we are dressing up for work - no matter what position it 

is - because even office boys in Dubai, they wear ties and 

proper folded shirts and pants and all that. I’m like ‘why do I 

wear casual suit pants, boots, and whatever shirt they 

provide?’ Cause we are supposed to dress very formal in 

Dubai. It was a change that way… So, it was an initial shock. 

Bonnie   You were a bit shocked? Ok. 
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Ben  It was preparing me for what was about to come next. It was 

an initial shock (IN_B, 08/08/11, p.2).  

During the same phone conversation, Garry asks Ben what he expects from the 

internship. Ben replies that he hopes to get finance experience in an Australian 

organisation. Ben recounts Garry’s response: 

And then he was like ‘so what are your expectations of your internship?’ and I 

was like, I told him that ‘ok, I would like to see how the company works, I 

would like to see that, I read in financial statements that you will be 

restructuring. So I would like to see how that works’. He told me that ‘sorry that 

can’t be possible because we don’t do them over here, we do them at out 

headquarters in Sydney. And, ah, we will be doing a completely different focus 

here, it’s gonna be more accounting than a finance role’ (IN_B, 08/08/11, p.3).  

Already, Ben senses that this placement will be very different to his previous 

internship in Dubai. He also understands that he won’t be working in finance, instead 

he will be working in accounting. But, he won’t be starting in accounting, but instead 

in inventory. Although initially when I first meet Ben and he tells me about these 

things, it doesn’t appear to be a major problem, he just says he has some initial 

concerns about ‘moving boxes’ and wearing joggers to work in finance. Comparing 

the Dubai work experience to his initial impressions of this placement, he makes a 

point of saying to me that “now I am working from the bottom-up” (IN_B, 08/08/11, 

p.2). 

 

Before entering the workplace, Ben writes and later submits his first assessment task 

for the internship program. Outlining his expectations and informed by the literature, 

Ben outlines some of the benefits of an internship including to enhance 

employability skills, gain confidence, possibly get a job, and to develop overall as a 

person. He also mentions the application of university studies to practice:  

Lastly, the students are able to enhance their knowledge, by integrating their 

course knowledge with practical workplace functions, and hence, bridge the 

grey areas about their competency of their degree. This in turn, allows them to 

become active mediators of their own learning, and further develops their 
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confidence and employability skills (Beck & Halim 2008) (RJA_B, 22/08/11, 

p.2). 

He discusses challenges students may face, highlights that internal motivation is 

important, and that this is contingent on the degree to which students are supported: 

Another challenge brings to light student satisfaction and motivation in the 

workplace. This is a product of the amount of support the academic staff and the 

immediate supervisors at the employment can jointly provide, to ease the 

transition into the workplace and accommodate the student’s needs into 

satisfying the internships objectives (RJA_B, 22/08/11, p.1). 

Speaking directly to his expectations, Ben makes the following list in his assessment: 

To date, all I know is that I will be working for Seabreeze Hotel in a Finance 

position.  

• Being an international student, I come from a completely different 

culture. I am originally from India, but was born and raised in the 

Middle East, in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), which is a Muslim 

country. Though I have been in Australia for a little under 3 years, there 

are still workplace norms which differ quite a bit… I have done an 

internship in a bank in the UAE previously, so it will be interesting to 

see how exactly the workplace norms – both explicit and implicit, are 

different. On a related note, I would really like to see how different it is 

working in the finance department of a firm in a non-financial industry, 

such as [a hotel], as compared to the bank.  

• One of my main aims is to grasp the processes that go on in the 

business and try to get a relatively holistic picture of the industry’s 

function in finance.  

• Improving and adding value to my existing knowledge base would also 

go in part, with my expectations to compare the uni coursework to 

practical application, but also to benefit from learning practices that are 

not taught at lectures, and thereby, add value to my degree. 

• Through this internship I also expect to build up on my interpersonal 

skills, increase my networking skills, and also gain more confidence in 

approaching my superiors. I really look forward to the experience as I 
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expect to be even more confident for future interviews, after this 

internship is over (RJA_B, 22/08/11, pp.3-4). 

In summary, Ben’s expectations are: to better understand Australian workplace 

culture and norms; to receive a holistic picture of the financial practices of the 

business; to apply learnt knowledge at university in his placement; and, to develop 

interpersonal and networking practices. Given our initial conversation of ‘boots’ and 

‘boxes’, I start to feel a misalignment has already begun to show! 

 

Placement days 

On day one, Ben is taken around the hotel by Chris (inventory and stock coordinator) 

for an initial induction before starting in the stores department. The stores are on the 

lowest level of the hotel, made up of large freezers, fridges and dry store rooms as 

well as a delivery dock. Ben is shown how to do several tasks such as filling 

requisitions from different departments (that is when they need stock to be 

replenished), taking orders, and confirming and checking deliveries to the dock. Ben 

is also instructed to deliver stock to the different departments. To do so he uses a 

small, heavy trolley, to load and deliver goods through the internal inventory lift 

(Photograph 5). He takes several photos over the next few days, including this one of 

his ‘office’ on day one: 

 

 

Photograph 5: Ben in the stores on day one 
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His eLog describes a tense mix of fun and disappointment as he tries to make sense 

of this day:  

The day was fun, but I was really disappointed when I was told that I would be 

starting in the stores. I honestly never expected a university student would do a 

job like this. I do not look down on the people I had to work with or the jobs I 

had to do, but it was a bit disappointing to start there, especially being a final 

semester university student. True that all the people there were friendly and 

everyone was very cooperative, but I wouldn’t necessarily be expected to work 

hard labour in a normal job description. My back literally hurts today, and after 

loading and unloading those boxes the whole day, I don’t need the gym – my 

body’s sore. The purpose of starting there was to provide insight into the 

purchasing department and learn about stocks, but the labour was unnecessary. 

Nevertheless, I just put on a smile and got through the day (eL_B, 09/08/11, 

pp.1-2). 

Ben tries to see the value in starting in the stores, however, points to his bodily 

discomfort in performing these tasks. He mentions having a sore back attributed to 

the manual labour and reiterates that these types of jobs are not those of a graduating 

finance student. Furthermore, Ben struggles with the dress code for performing 

storeman practices: 

I had to dress in casual suit pants and a polo t-shirt and was told that I would 

have to buy boots. I didn’t see sense in buying boots as I was told that I was 

going to be in stores for only 5 days and it didn’t make sense to me, especially 

since this is an unpaid internship (eL_B, 09/08/11, p.2). 

The clothing Ben has been told to wear doesn’t align with his expectations of doing 

workplace practices, instead, it has re-constructed him to a place that he is trying to 

grapple with. It is alarming that Ben has been designated store duties for 5 days, that 

is, a third of Ben’s placement days.  

 

In addition to coming to terms with what he is wearing, being in the stores, moving 

food and beverage around the hotel, and replenishing stock, Ben is in close contact 

with food: 
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Well at the end of the day, due to the stocking and fulfilling requisition orders, I 

ended up smelling like meat and fish. Being a massive germ freak, I would 

continuously go back to the hand sanitizer dispenser after each delivery to the 

departments was complete (eL_B, 09/08/11, p.2). 

Ben liberally uses the hand sanitizer to try and cleanse himself of the smell, and 

perhaps (metaphorically) of being in the stores. He summarises the day: 

On the whole, the organization was very welcoming and supportive. I was just a 

bit disappointed with the job description. It isn’t something I would normally 

tell people that I would be doing (eL_B, 09/08/11, p.2). 

For Ben these are not the usual business practices he would expect to perform. No 

doubt a strange start for any business internship student.  

 

On day two, Ben is, again, in the stores. Working alongside Chris, Ben performs 

similar tasks as yesterday - clearing supplier orders and delivering stock to 

departments - which involves manual lifting and packing of produce boxes. Today 

Ben spends one-and-a-half hours in the finance (accounting and payroll) department 

getting an overview from Felix, but not doing any finance work. Afterwards he 

returns to the ‘manual labour’ of the stores:  

I was embarrassed when I was sent up to the finance department in my stinky 

casual work clothes and I was honestly hoping that they wouldn’t judge me 

(eL_B, 11/08/11, p.3). 

Ben is clearly starting to get frustrated with his tasks and uses his eLog to express his 

concerns: 

I know that I have to learn about inventory and produce, but enough with the 

manual labour already. I am not paying the uni to be unpaid labour somewhere 

else! I was honestly embarrassed, but I braved through it all and just put on a 

superficial smile and made small talk with everyone (eL_B, 11/08/11, p.3). 

Several days later, the CIP tutor comments on Ben’s eLog: 
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Sorry but there’s no need to feel embarrassed, you're obeying orders. Glad you 

braved through it all. You're a very strong person. Helen said she is speaking to 

Mia. Great mindset you have. Well done (eL_B, 11/08/11, p.3). 

The tutor has flagged Ben’s distress with Helen, who sends an email to Mia. 

According to Ben, when he returns the following week to work in the finance unit, he 

thinks that things have been resolved.  

 

On day three, Ben is placed in the finance department with Felix. The finance 

department comprises three people: the financial manager (Garry), accounts 

relievable officer (Felix), and accounts payable officer (Mona). Arriving early, Ben 

and Felix get to know each other over coffee. Ben is thrilled to “finally wear 

formals” (suit or professional attire) (IN_B, 17/10/11, p.66) and in his eLog states: 

Finally! I was in the appropriate attire for a uni grad – formals! I honestly was 

happy with the work I had to do today…Throughout the day, even while 

keeping up with work, Mona [Accounts payable officer] and Felix were very 

supportive and the office atmosphere was very cheery and pleasant. Even 

though the pressure was on to keep up, it was a smooth transition. I honestly 

enjoyed working today, and my back is much better (eL_B, 16/08/11, p.4). 

Ben’s clothing has again re-constructed him by affecting how he sees himself as a 

‘uni grad’. Wearing formals is more aligned with his goal of graduating as a finance 

student and working in the finance industry. Ben is happy to start learning workplace 

practices in accounts receivable such as clearing and confirming the night audit, 

double checking the invoice tally, transferring and clearing accounts, and sending out 

invoices. Although these are accounting duties, and not finance, Ben seems much 

happier learning these practices and wearing his formals.  

 

Day four is the catalyst of Ben’s internship - he is back in the stores. After being in 

the accounts department, performing duties more aligned with his expectations of an 

office environment the day before, he is perplexed to be placed back here, again. On 

this day Ben spends seven hours delivering and replenishing stock, and one hour 

entering invoices into the system. He has limited interactions besides the store 
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manager and the Chefs in the kitchen who sign the delivery papers. In his eLog he is 

exasperated: 

Today was the last straw! I was honestly so damn embarrassed to be working 

today and I felt so humiliated to be in that state! Honestly, I do not see how 

knowing where the damn lettuce or gnocchi goes in the fridge will benefit me in 

any way possible and add ANY value to my degree! I am not here to work hard 

labour! If I was so interested, I would drop the internship and go onto the casual 

payroll…My back aches in agony today after lifting those damn boxes and I 

scraped my leg badly on the trolley (eL_B, 17/08/11, p.3). 

He goes on to discuss his feelings of injustice and inequity by pointing to how much 

he is paying compared with what he is learning: 

 I am paying for this subject as an INTERNATIONAL STUDENT! That’s 

$2,300 dollars for being a storeman?! I saw the damn roster of mine in the 

office and I only saw 4 days of finance among the rest of the days in stores… 

(eL_B, 17/08/11, p.3) 

Ben has seen a timetable or roster in the stores with his name assigned to more days 

of storeman duties and, without any consultation, this has only infuriated him further.  

 

In her interview, I ask Helen her thoughts on what happened: 

Within 12 hours I was on the phone to him, and I’d also contacted Mia, just to 

kind of find out what was going on… and by that time Ben had actually come 

onto campus. He was saying, ‘I’ve seen the calendar and up on the wall and it’s 

indicating that I’m gonna be in the stores for the whole time’ and I’m saying 

‘well I’m sure that’s not the case. And I know Mia not to do things that way’ 

(IN_H, 01/12/11, p.2).  

On this day, day four, the canteen becomes the setting of Ben’s greatest 

embarrassment. I describe this room in my field notes:  

The canteen is on the floor below the offices, down the industrial, cold concrete 

stairs, past the laundry where women are working away in steam. The canteen 

comprises a seating area much like school chairs and tables, lined up towards a 

television (see Photograph 6). The food is kept on a long buffet-style bench 
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with hot and cold sections. The food varies from day to day, but always with 

salads and cold meats such as ham and hot food such as casseroles, stir-fries, 

roast meat, and vegetables. There is also a toaster with bread and condiments. 

The walls are adorned with brightly coloured and vibrant messages from staff 

rewards programs and healthy eating initiatives. Many are hand-made posters 

but there are also drawings and photographs of staff  parties. The room has a 

low ceiling and no natural light. Housekeepers, engineers, chefs, waitresses, 

managers, administrators, and those on work experience, make their way to the 

canteen throughout the day and night. In the morning you may even see staff 

coming off night shift enjoying some breakfast before they go home to bed. 

Everyone fends for themselves and is an equal in this space. People say that 

Lawrence and Mia frequently join the staff for a meal (FN_B, 20/09/11, p.1). 

Everyone from the general manager to work experience students are encouraged to 

socialise in this space and share a free meal. On the days that I am on placement with 

Anna and Ben we too spend lunchtime in this canteen (Photograph 6). 

 

 

Photograph 6: Seabreeze Hotel canteen 

 

This canteen is the setting of Ben’s greatest embarrassment. Sometime before lunch, 

Ben accidently spills a box of seafood on himself as he is making a delivery to the 

kitchen. At lunch, immediately afterwards, Ben comes across Mia, Jessica, and Anna 
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(from Case 1) lunching together. His frustrations seethe through his eLog as he 

recalls this incident:  

A shipment of oysters and prawns came through today at around 12 and due to 

the length of the box being huge, I lifted it from the side, and to my misfortune, 

I WAS COVERED IN FISH WATER! I went for lunch in that state, 

embarrassed and humiliated as I was, and I saw Mia and Jessica sitting in the 

canteen. I was at the serving area when they called me over to come and meet 

Anna, who is also doing [this subject] in HR, for the first time. In my state, I 

made sure that I kept at least a 5 feet distance from them and told them why I 

was standing far. I was so embarrassed to meet Anna and explain why I was 

behaving in that manner. She was with the HR department the whole day and 

she was wearing formal attire! I mean c’mon! (eL_B, 17/08/11, p.4) 

Ben takes one look at Anna, notices that she is lunching with her supervisors, 

wearing formals, and working in the department aligned with her studies. He, on the 

other hand, is wearing casual clothes, smells like fish water, and is not working in the 

department he was recruited for. He writes:   

Today has been the MOST DEPRESSING AND HUMILIATING DAY and it 

is an EMBARASSMENT on my UNIVERSITY DEGREE! I am almost 

convinced that I should drop this subject! I apologise for being rude in this 

eLog, but I need you to know the way event occurred and since the assessment 

requires students to express themselves, I had to let off a lot of steam. I 

apologise if this day’s log causes offence to you in any way (eL_B, 17/08/11, 

p.4). 

The CIP tutor replies to his eLog: 

Ben, the elogs are expressing your thoughts on your day so please don’t 

apologise. Please don't drop the subject. I'll tell Helen and see what we can do. 

Please tell Felix you're happier with the Finance department (eL_B, 17/08/11, 

p.4). 

Helen points to that moment in the lunch room as pivotal to Ben’s distress. In her 

interview she surmises: 



|121 
 

It was also really interesting because from his perspective it was the moment 

when he saw Anna in the nice outfit and he felt, I don’t know, it’s like one of 

those upstairs/downstairs moments. And I also thought this was quite a cultural 

thing because obviously he comes from a family which is sort of privileged in 

Dubai and so, when he wasn’t the person in the nice outfit doing the important 

work or whatever, and he said obviously there was some sort of loss of face 

because he felt, ah, he felt he couldn’t communicate to his parents what he was 

doing because he was embarrassed about it… (IN_H, 01/12/11, p. 2)   

Although Helen recognises there may be cultural factors in play, she also indicates 

that this situation was strange: 

And I know I understood all of this and it was concerning someone was doing 

heavy lifting and that… Which is like, really strange that they would be saying 

he should be buying safety boots and stuff (IN_H, 01/12/11, p. 2). 

Helen goes on to recall what happened next: 

So I got on to the phone to Mia and she said ‘Oh, no, he’s only meant to be 

down there a couple of days so he understands how the processes work, so he 

better understands the finance system’. So her take on it was ‘what we do with 

all our finance students, is we send them down to the stores, because rather than 

just invoicing and billing, it’s important to understand how the systems work’. 

And so I could see what the value and the point was, however, on Ben’s side of 

things, it was weird that he was still there on day four, right, and it wasn’t just a 

couple of days (IN_H, 01/12/11, p.3).   

She goes on to explain the phone conversation: 

[I said] “Ben’s upset and concerned and confused about being in the stores. He 

does understand why he’s there but he’s feeling a bit embarrassed about the 

work he’s doing, he’s explained to me that he is doing heavy lifting that he has 

had to take 11 deliveries, um, in the morning or something, and the other guys 

were sitting around or that was his version”. I said “obviously my number one 

concern is the heavy lifting. Um, he’s not actually trained for that and he 

doesn’t have the equipment. So that flags as an immediate concern that to me 

and suggests he’s doing something that perhaps you haven’t suggested that he 
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be doing”. So it might be like a miscommunication or something (IN_H, 

01/12/11, p.3).   

Helen and Mia agree on a way forward: 

Look, Mia was shocked about the reference towards buying equipment [boots]. 

She never would’ve expected that, yeah, she doesn’t quite understand how that 

came about and there was never an expectation that he would be there long 

term. Um, she’s going to yeah, make sure that now he’ll be up doing the finance 

stuff (IN_H, 01/12/11, p.3). 

Reflecting on the whole situation, Helen offers me her take on why it got to this 

point. First, she explains what she thought probably happened:  

I think that, in another situation, Mia would have been on to it quicker. And 

probably he wouldn’t of been there, I think the guys saw him there, needed an 

extra pair of hands, so it became that little bit of a cross over situation. I think 

that it’s to do with the fact that the finance people were doing different things 

and so that his supervisor wasn’t going to be there every day so it became one 

of those things were ‘oh, we’ll just put him down there for one more day, cause 

we don’t have space in finance, yet, and then he’ll be back up here and we’ll all 

be back on track’ (IN_H, 01/12/11, p.5). 

Helen is referring to a change in the finance department of which Ben was acutely 

aware. Garry’s wife had had the baby but he had also been offered a job elsewhere. 

At short notice, Felix was be stepping up to Garry’s position and learning the 

financial manager’s role. These changes had not been communicated to Ben.  

 

I asked Felix about Ben starting his placement in the stores. He, however, offers a 

another perspective by describing this as normal practice to better understand how 

the hotel works:  

This is what it is, so when you, you come into a hotel you don’t necessarily go 

straight to finance. I started in C&C [Conference and Catering], I’ve done lobby 

bar, gaming, you know… you’ve gotta see the whole hotel before you, you can 

count what’s in the hotel. You gotta know what the beans are before you start 

counting them...  
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So stores is a good place for him to start so he could see the whole hotel and 

know his way around the hotel and meet people, cause when you’re delivering 

stuff you meet the department heads and it sort of gives them an introduction to 

the hotel. You know it was a bit tough on him at the start cause he’s not used to 

that sort of work um, it’s more of a, I guess, I guess a growing thing as well, 

because, cause that is part of our department as well, the stores (IN_F, 18/10/11, 

p.19). 

Felix goes on to further justify the nature of the hotel and how this fit in with Ben’s 

placement in the stores: 

I’m just trying to think of the word... I know the word it’s a management word... 

It’s for the structure, it’s a matrix- high matrix structure. It means that your staff 

are able to jump from, allowed to be moved around from each department 

(IN_F, 18/10/11, p.20). 

Whether this is standard procedure for a finance intern at this hotel, it certainly has 

an impact on what Ben does, how he feels, and what he is learning. I follow this up 

with Helen, her thoughts on Ben’s reaction, how he was incredibly upset and 

threatened to drop out of the subject. Her reflections are fascinating and refer to 

underpinning power dynamics at play: 

And I think he’s reaction is the reaction of someone who hasn’t had to problem 

solve and hasn’t been in a powerless situation. It’s someone who’s always been 

in a more powerful situation. And so when it came to being in the, in the more 

vulnerable situation he kind of freaked out and didn’t know how to handle it. 

And he didn’t know who to reach out to or what he should be doing… So 

although he was like ‘I probably shouldn’t be doing this’ he still bowed down 

and did it. And I think he was angrier at himself for not having asserted himself 

or having gone ‘ok, time out. I wanna go talk to someone about this, this just 

doesn’t feel right to me’. So I think it was an actual intern thing (IN_H, 

01/12/11, p.6). 

Helen’s perspective suggests a kind of vulnerability with being an intern. She uses a 

strong metaphor to describe Ben ‘bowing down’ and interestingly dismisses this as 

‘an actual intern thing’. Is being vulnerable normal to being an intern? Is ‘bowing 

down’?  
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Helen recognises the inappropriateness of allocating Ben to the stores and suggests 

that it was, in her opinion, simply opportunistic based on having an extra set of 

hands. In her interview with me, she hints that perhaps Ben’s strong response could 

have been avoided if he had spoken up sooner or submitted his eLogs on time. When 

dealing with Ben, to calm him down and reflect on the situation, she talks about this 

as an opportunity to learn about conflict management.  

 

One week later, Ben returns for day five of his placement. He is greeted by Mia in 

the lobby who apologises for the way things turned out. Ben was only meant to be in 

the stores for a few days. He will only be working with the finance team from now 

on. The finance unit is situated on the lower levels of the Hotel, between the 

reception at ground floor and the stores two levels below. It has no windows, bright 

lights, and low ceilings. It is difficult to tell the time of day or weather temperature 

outside. I describe this space in my notes: 

It is an open space with walls stacked high with yellow envelopes (Photograph 

7) and brown and white filing boxes. At the end of the room on an established 

desk with a computer and multiple other things, is sitting Ben already working 

away. I have a small empty desk with a chair that overlooks Ben’s desk. In my 

section of the room there are floor to ceiling shelves with yellow envelopes. I 

am told by Ben that these are for the auditors. The Hotel keeps all records for 

seven years, however, an auditor can come in at any time and request something 

to see, so they keep it filed and organised, hard copy. I am told that this is in 

case the computers break down. Rubber bands and the occasional rogue staple 

can be spotted on the old carpet (FN_B, 20/09/11, p.1). 



|125 
 

 

Photograph 7: Yellow folders with account applications 

 

To me this space feels claustrophobic, hidden away from the clients and glorious 

open spaces and sea views from the foyer. Yet Ben couldn’t look happier - sitting at 

his own desk, having the attention of Felix and learning new work practices.    

 

On day five and in the finance unit, Ben starts to learn the overall accounts system: 

inputting night audit statements, clearing the day bags by entering them into excel, 

and checking they match the figures generated by the system, checking debtors 

accounts, and following up with an email or by post. Felix also shows him different 

keyboard short-cuts to make the job faster. Felix explains that Garry, the financial 

manager, will be leaving soon, so Ben is learning Felix’s role in accounts receivable, 

while Felix is learning Garry’s role. Ben recounts a pleasurable day: 

I was finally in formal attire and I was SO happy to be in it after the stinky mess 

of the previous week!  I FINALLY felt like an intern  (eL5_B, 22/08/11, 

p.2). 

On day six Ben is in finance learning to perform performing accounts receivable 

practices. He is sitting at what used to Felix’s desk. Having performed these tasks 
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earlier in the week, Ben describes how he is now ‘put in charge of the day bags’ 

(eL6_B, 29/08/11, p.1) which involves inputting the night statements from various 

departments, clearing front office data, emailing or posting debtors after checking 

their accounts, and reconciling payments from back accounts. Felix watches Ben 

closely as he learns to process complicated bank statement data. Ben writes: 

Felix told me to take a deep breath and try it again. I was able to get through 

five transactions after that without supervision. I don’t know how it went as 

Felix said he would check it later (eL6_B, 29/08/11, p.2). 

On the morning of day seven Felix writes Ben a ‘to-do-list’. It includes activities and 

time periods including when to take lunch (see Figure 6).  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: The list that guides Ben’s activities 
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The to-do-list describes the tasks Ben has been allocated. The morning starts with the 

day bags and reconciling credit cards receipts, next is lunch, then posting end-of-day 

figures and faxing references in the afternoon. Felix writes explicit instructions 

where to find the references, noting account information is stored in yellow folders to 

his left, to attach these to the back of the application, stamp as ‘entered’ and then fax 

them.  

 

Ben uses the to-do-list often and I notice that over time he becomes more dependent 

on the list than he is of Felix. Using the to-do-list has created a temporary 

independence from supervision by relying on this artefact for guidance. Ben also 

records notes on the list and it starts to transform along with his work practice, as 

seen in Figure 7.  

 

 

Figure 7: The transformed instructional list 
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Felix describes his rationale behind writing out this instructive list for Ben: 

This is what I used to do when I was in accounts receivable, I used to write out 

a list, like a timetable for me to try and stick to. Doesn’t necessarily always 

work, that you get to these exact times, but what I sort of wanted to do was set 

tasks for him, achievable tasks, to complete. And then once he completed it 

he’d tick it off and say “yes” you know “I’ve completed an actual, a task”… 

Now it’s actually written down on a piece of paper, you sort of get that gratitude 

from ticking it off (IN_F, 18/10/11, p.27). 

While observing Ben on day seven, I describe the to-do-list practices in-action: 

Between 9am and 11am Ben is to do the day bags. On the to-do-list is an 

instruction ‘post all invoices as scanner is not working’. The day bags are lined 

up on a desk behind Ben, the line resembling an ordering of tasks and divisions. 

The A4 pages of the report are wrapped around the receipts and held together 

with rubber bands (Photograph 8). Each division of the hotel must provide these 

reports at the end of the night. Ben’s role comprises firstly the unwrapping of 

the report and receipt piles, by taking off the rubber bands. The report is laid to 

his left while the receipts are pilled orderly in front of him in a row. These 

figures are then checked against figures on the computer and entered into an 

excel file. Once completed the report is labelled ‘Entered’ with a stamp and ink 

pad (Photograph 9). They are then wrapped up in the same way with the two 

rubber bands holding it in place (Photograph 10). They are placed behind him 

on the desk and lined up the same way as in the morning, a manual ordering of 

tasks (FN_B, 20/09/11, p.3). 
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Photograph 8: Day bag receipt bundles 

 

 

Photograph 9: Stamps used in accounts receivable activities 
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Photograph 10: Rubber bands used for the day bags 

 

These materials play a large role in what Ben does. I notice how manual the 

procedures seem to be and the significant role of paper. Handling these office 

artefacts shapes how Ben learns account receivable practices. Coming from 

university where technology is used daily in student activities, Ben observes the 

artefacts along a similar line, I record in my notes: 

Ben describes the computers here as ‘ancient’. He says that this makes 

everything very slow. He urges me “imagine going from uni to here... I wish I 

could just bring my own laptop”. There are four printers on this level. Like the 

computers, the printers take a while to warm up and often do ‘stupid’ things 

when not functioning properly. Ben’s role involves unravelling and tying rubber 

bands, stamping, removing staples, stapling, photocopying, putting invoices in 

envelopes, and using excel. Ben jokingly describes the elastic bands as ‘the 

pride and joy of the office’. He comments “A lot of paper gets waisted”… He 

reminds me again that ‘everything is ancient’ (FN_B, 20/09/11, p.4). 
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In my interview with Felix, I show him my field notes and ask him to comment on 

the office artefacts:  

Yeah it’s a funny one, so everything is ancient because I guess we live in a 

modern time and technology changes every day. So within a year everything’s 

gunna be ancient, um, iphone 3’s ancient now. So I guess the university’s… 

they're big on, you know, their technology and stuff like that, so they’ve got the 

latest and then you come from sort of the latest to a work place that um, I don’t 

think we’re too far behind… So I’m just trying to make that distinction between 

coming from a new environment to a - what you need to get the job done (IN_F, 

18/10/11, pp.35-36). 

Although Ben has gone from ‘manual labour’ to ‘manual accounting’ he is much 

happier being in the finance department. He tells me “it’s better than pushing 

trolleys” (FN_B, 20/09/11, p.5). 

 

On day eight, Ben continues to enact the to-do-list. In his eLog he mentions 

conversations with Felix and Mona as highlights of any day: 

Today was one of those relatively slow days with routine work, but 

nevertheless, the office environment makes me enjoy it a lot (eL, 23/09/11, 

p.11). 

On day nine, I observe Ben performing accounts receivable practices with more 

confidence. He talks to me as he works and tells me that Felix is spending more time 

out of the office or in meetings, having fully taken over as finance manager. I make 

an appearance in his eLogs:  

Bonnie came in to shadow me at work and we had a lot of chatting the whole 

day while working. The office work still got done  Felix had to go offsite for a 

meeting, so when I met him in the morning he had a checklist ready for me to 

complete and I was left to myself to complete the tasks. I wasn’t really 

concerned as I was used to the tasks and it was relatively straightforward. 

However, faxing off the references was fun as I had to whack the printer to start 

it, and cursing the printer politely was in order (eL, 26/09/11, p.12). 
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I am aware of the impact I might be having as Ben spends time talking to me as he is 

working. My attention is also drawn to the temperamental fax machine which 

occupies almost half an hour of Ben’s time on this day.   

 

In the afternoon, Felix teaches Ben to a new practice that entails calling and faxing 

clients with remittance advice (when clients owe the business money). As I observe 

Ben learning this new practice he confesses to me that he is a bit nervous. Felix starts 

by sitting down next to Ben and explaining the process. Next he says that he will 

make the first call and that he wants Ben to do the next one. As Felix makes the first 

call Ben writes notes (see Photograph 11 below). 

 

 

Photograph 11: Felix showing Ben a new task 

 

In our interview I ask Felix to explain the process of teaching Ben a new task. He 

describes how he starts with a ‘show’:  

For me it just feels like the best way to learn so if you, if you need to show 

somebody. A lot of the time it works by saying follow these steps on a piece of 

pen and paper. Whereas I sort of look at a piece of pen and paper and I’m like 

that’s a lot of words... and it’s very overwhelming. Where a lot of the time if 

you can just sit down with them for five minutes and show them then it takes a 

lot of that pressure off (IN_F, 18/10/11, p.10). 
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This is consistent with what I saw. Next, Felix encourages Ben to practise making a 

call. Felix explains the importance of this next step: 

And then I get them into the ‘hot seat’ (Photograph 12). So the next step is me 

sort of budding with them. Just giving them that buddy system and actually, 

pretty much just guiding them through. Then once they’ve completed one fully, 

instead of the whole, me watching every step, I drop it down a percentage so I 

go about a half a percent, so I watch them do the start and then I jump in and be 

like ‘oh you could’ve probably just, if you do this this way it’ll be better’ and 

then just bring them up gradually. And once it’s done, once they’ve completed 

one fully then that’s where I sort of let them free, (laugh) let them free to be 

independent (IN_F, 18/10/11, p.11). 

 

Photograph 12: Felix guiding Ben in the ‘hot seat’ 

 

In my observations, I recognise that Felix has left out a critical step. Before Ben is in 

the ‘hot seat’ Felix writes out a script of what to say. Together they role play the 

scenario with Ben using the script. Then Ben makes his first call. I record this 

moment: 

Felix tells Ben “Just breathe, big breaths. Let’s go for it.” Ben dials the number. 

First he introduces himself as Ben from the Seabreeze Hotel and asks to speak 

to the accounts manager. I ask if he is nervous and he says “no, just a normal 

phone call. Put on the charm”. I suspect he is nervous. He reads out the script to 
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the accounts manager on the other end of the phone. He stumbles over his 

words a little bit and mimes frustration to me by clenching is his fists and face 

momentarily and mouthing ‘OMG’. Felix is sitting next to him, listening. The 

call is over. Felix says “well done”. Ben does a little jig with his hands up to 

about the height of his head and moves his body around. Next, he has to send an 

email to follow through. He looks at me and asks me how he did, I say “very 

well done”. I feel as though I have played a supporting role in his learning 

(FN_B, 26/09/11, p.7). 

By researcher position while Ben is learning is blurred between outsider, alongsider 

and insider. Although primarily observing this moment, my presence interrupts the 

learning process as Ben brings me in to comment on his performance.  

 

Towards the end of this day, Lawrence comes into the Finance unit looking for Felix 

and takes time to speak to Ben. They talk about personality types and the Myers 

Briggs test. Ben seems to be excited and later confesses that this was the highlight of 

his day. He tells me that Felix is going to try and arrange some time for him to work 

on something with Lawrence.   

 

Days ten, eleven and twelve follow the same routine:  

 Daybags 

 Credit card checks 

 Posting of eftpost and visa/mastercard totals 

 Credit references 

Ben is becoming proficient in his day-to-day work practices as he follows the routine 

set out by Felix. On day twelve, Ben comments: “I guess that now, since I know 

what to do, it’s just become more of a routine job, allowing me to do multiple tasks 

with confidence” (eL12_B, 30/09/11, p.1). He also notices the independence he has 

been given, being aware of Felix’s regular absence. In addition to usual tasks, on day 

twelve Ben assists Felix and Mona with end of month procedures. This is a 

demanding day, with Ben staying until 7pm to help Felix who had mostly “locked 

himself away” (eL13_B, 30/09/ 11, p.1) to get the month-end activities done (See 

Ben’s photo of Felix in Photograph 13 below).  
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Photograph 13: Felix working in his office 

 

On day thirteen, I watch as Ben walks in, puts his bag down, invites me to go grab a 

coffee in the canteen, sit back at his desk, open the computer, and makes a start on 

the day bags. Ben demonstrates knowledge of this role and confidence in the office 

space. Interestingly, although Ben has been doing the same morning routine since 

day seven, as Felix walks in he calls out: “Do you want me to start with the day bags 

or calling clients?” Felix replies “I think start with the day bags” (FN, 04/11/11, p.1). 

Ben is checking and conforming by making contact with his supervisor.  

 

Although Ben works through his tasks with ease, rarely referring to the to-do-list 

now, several times I observe him come across a problem or make a mistake. For 

instance, he tells me just before making a call to a client: “Feeling confident, the fear 

has gone. I’ve done it before” (FN, 04/11/11, p.4). However, in my notes I record 

how he is still learning these protocols:  

He starts to dial then stops to check something. Dials again. Accidently dials a 

fax number. Dials again “Good afternoon. Can I please speak to someone in 

AP?” He is put through to accountants department and no one answers. He tries 

a different company. He makes four phone calls each the same and no one 

answers, he says “It’s frustrating”. He calls another company and the 

receptionist answers. He starts on the script that he has learnt. There is a pause 

and he is put on hold to be transferred. He looks at me and whispers to me “I 
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screwed that up” – he had asked the receptionist questions instead of the 

accounts department (FN_B, 04/11/11, p.4). 

Again, I find myself no longer an observer to Ben’s work. He invites me in by 

engaging with me as he is learning this role. He reflects on how making these phone 

calls help him develop personally: 

I was a fun experience but I get by saying ‘Hi this is Ben from Seabreeze Hotel’ 

gives me an extra bit of confidence that I need. I was representing a firm. And I 

guess you get into a certain state when you say that because it just internalises 

more. So you’re representing a firm, I guess it helps professionally developing 

myself…  (IN_B, 17/10/11, p.89) 

On day fourteen, Ben again performs his accounts receivable work practices. 

However, on this day, Lawrence invites Ben to lead a meeting in order to expand on 

his skills. Ben writes in his eLog: 

It was one of the relatively slow days, but when I met Lawrence today, he told 

me that I would be chairing a meeting next week for all the departments and 

that I should start preparing for it. I am so happy that he has given me this 

opportunity and I am both, excited and scared about it!  (eL_B, 05/10/11, 

p.19). 

On day fifteen, while performing accounts receivable practices, Ben’s opportunity 

with Lawrence is postponed: 

The preparation for chairing tomorrow’s meeting was going in full swing, when 

Felix came in and told me that the meeting was cancelled as Lawrence was not 

going to be in, so it was postponed to next week Tuesday – my final day. A bit 

of a disappointment as I was working really hard for it, but none the less, it’s 

going to happen next week so I am still excited about it  (eL_B, 10/10/11, 

p.20). 

On day sixteen, Ben’s final internship day, Felix has the difficult task of informing 

him that he won’t be working with Lawrence on a project or chairing the meeting. I 

ask Felix what happened. He tells me that there are multiple reasons, such as time 

restraints to learn the project, how Lawrence is busy, and the organisational need to 

have someone in the accounts receivable position while they find a replacement. 
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During his interview, Felix explains that with only several days till the end of 

placement it was best that Ben just “sticks to what he knows” (IN_F, 18/10/11, p.38). 

Ben’s disappointment is obvious. However, he puts it in perspective by 

demonstrating a kind of loyalty to his role and the business: 

I was looking forward to that but ok, that didn’t happen because working with 

Lawrence would be the exact thing I would want to do, working in finance. But 

at the end of the day it didn’t happen. At the end of the day I was a bit 

disheartened. But I didn’t let that get in the way. I didn’t want anything to come 

in the way of my job. Felix just talked about it, because I only had a few days 

left, so it would take time to learn it and then get used to it and then report to 

Lawrence. Like I didn’t mind doing that but there was a few days, so... I would 

rather have spent four days with Lawrence than four days in stores (IN_B, 

17/10/11, pp.88-89). 

Ben’s last day is celebrated with a take-away lunch from the fish-n-chip shop with 

his colleagues, Felix and Mona.  

 

After Placement 

Ben is offered a job to stay on as the accounts receivable officer. He declines the role 

for two reasons: first, because of study load and second, because it doesn’t align with 

his career path. One week later, Ben submits his reflective assessment part B to the 

internship program. He begins by summarising his internship experience:  

The placement helped me to understand exactly what I wanted out of my 

university degree and my career path, and it is for that reason that I declined the 

full time position. As I want to pursue a career in Finance, accepting the job 

would have actually hindered my ability to apply for a banking role in the 

corporate credit department. Furthermore, they also informed me that salaries in 

the retail industry aren’t as competitive as those in the financial sector. The 

experience on the whole has made me more aware of what I clearly want as a 

career (RJB_B, 24/10/11, p.12). 

He lists that he learnt skills such as multitasking, vocal skills, analysis of contracts, 

self-motivation, and conflict management. He describes the latter as:  
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At university, I have never faced so much of conflict as I did during the 

internship with the different job descriptions between the stores, accounts 

receivable, and the finance department, and I had bad mishaps at work in the 

stores department, which set me off, and I approached the respective 

management as soon as possible to rectify it. I know now that if I do have 

conflicts at work in the future, it is much more worthwhile getting it resolved as 

soon as possible, rather than putting it off and being felt as if I was scammed 

(RJB_B, 24/10/11, p.4). 

Ben acknowledges that has learnt to speak up and that in the future he won’t let the 

situation escalate. Having been in the stores, however, Ben reflects on the flexibility 

required in certain roles: 

One of the most important lessons I have learnt is that in the practical world, no 

one really stick to their job description. I need to learn to be even more flexible 

with my schedules, because at the end of the day, no matter whose job it is, at 

the end of the day only the client and stakeholders involved suffer, which leads 

to a loss of face for the company (RJB_B, 24/10/11, p.2). 

He frames his learning within the broader organisational structures by identifying the 

organisational goal to satisfy stakeholders. Ben also draws on his ability to time-

manage and has a new perspective on his studies and the workplace:  

Another thing I have realised is that the pressure that students face at university 

is actually a really good experience, as studies try to break you, in a manner of 

speaking. Trying to complete various assessments for a full time load of 

subjects during session really keeps you on the edge and makes you realise the 

importance of time management. In reality, however, work isn’t really that 

stressful all the time, and it’s just all about how you manage your time in the 

end (RJB_B, 24/10/11, p.2). 

Through Ben’s internship, it was clear that he enjoyed it most when engaging with 

his colleagues. He talks about feeling supported and included: 

Another important aspect of my internship was learning the importance of 

building rapport with colleagues to enhance the work atmosphere and build a 

support network to rely on. It just eases the transition and allows an employee to 
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feel part of the firm, more than a cog in the wheel. It helps you transition and 

get well accommodated in the workplace (RJB_B, 24/10/11, p.3). 

Ben refers to the metaphor ‘more than a cog in the wheel’ to emphasise the 

importance of being part of team and having a good rapport with colleagues. Perhaps 

also hinting to how he felt those first few days.  

 

Ben’s assessment features mostly clearly articulated, positively framed insights into 

what he has learned on placement. However, being an international student, he also 

writes about the similarities and differences in the work cultures of his two work 

experience organisations. He makes the following list in his assessment: 

Attire: At the [Bank], according to strict bank policy, every single person in the 

office had to wear formals (including the office people) and this was followed 

to the finest detail. At Seabreeze Hotel, however, it wasn’t required that every 

employee wear a tie. It was relatively relaxed and casual. 

Atmosphere and layout: At the [Bank], they had a very formal and structured 

atmosphere in the office and offices had a really modern design and computers 

with the latest hardware and software upgrades. At Seabreeze Hotel, the office 

layout was very dull – no windows at all, and it was very claustrophobic, and 

had really old systems in place. The atmosphere was very casual. 

Greetings: Greetings in the [Bank] were exchanged at all times with a 

handshake, with the person extending the handshake putting their left hand on 

the others right shoulder and the receiver bowing his head slightly. Greetings at 

Seabreeze Hotel were a casual handshake with a “hey” or “Hi”. 

Eye contact: Eye contact was very crucial in the Arabian style of conducting 

business, as every conversation had to have constant eye contact. At Seabreeze 

Hotel, however, during conversations, eye contact was rarely made and people 

would be more focused on the material than the speaker (RJB_B, 24/10/11, pp. 

10-12). 

It is interesting that Ben has taken notice of what people wear, how they engage with 

one another in both workplaces, as well the technology or tools in use. It is the 

materiality that he has observed as different and how that affected the ‘feel’ or 
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atmosphere of the workplace. These things are consistent with the kinds of comments 

Ben made to me on placement.   

 

Interpretive comment 

Ben’s placement starts out unexpectedly being deployed into the stores for three 

days, where food and beverage is delivered and stowed. Ben’s placement is affected 

by the resignation of the financial controller, Garry, and his quickly appointed 

supervisor, Felix, who was simultaneously learning the financial controller role. With 

Felix moving from accounts receivable officer to financial controller, a space is 

opened up for Ben to fill his supervisor’s previous accounts receivable duties. Once 

Ben settles into this role he is able to grow and develop. However, my mind is never 

too far away from the fact that he is not an accounting student. While Ben’s 

discipline is finance, the same term, ‘finance’, is used for accounting duties in this 

organisation. So how beneficial are the practices he is learning if they aren’t related 

to the discipline he is studying? Several interesting and overlapping issues arise from 

this placement:  

• The implications of staffing changes on where/ with whom/ how Ben learns 

(or doesn’t learn) work practices   

• The meaning underpinning what Ben wears: How clothes shape identity in 

becoming a professional  

• The spectrum of an intern’s emotions, especially in time of uncertainty, 

change or embarrassment 

• Who Ben confides in, choosing to release his frustrations initially on paper 

rather than in person  

• The power exerted by the to-do-list in directing what to do and reliance on 

this artefact when the supervisor was elsewhere  

• The appreciation Ben discloses when tasks are more closely aligned with his 

goal of learning finance work practices  

• The ‘use’ of interns on placement  

 



|141 
 

Carrie 

 

Photograph 14: Carrie doing WIL 

 

Before placement  

I first meet Carrie at her orientation at Local Sports Club. We had been emailing one 

another after Helen had put us in contact, so I wasn’t sure what to expect. My initial 

impressions are that Carrie is quite tentative both with me being on site and being the 

focus of my attention.  

 

Local Sports Club is an hour away from the university where Carrie and I live. 

Carrie, who doesn’t own a car, catches a train and two buses to her orientation, 

taking her almost two hours to arrive at the club for a 60 minute meeting. When we 

meet face-to-face I insist that in the future I drive us together. Greg, the general 

manager and Carrie’s supervisor, asks me to arrive 20 minutes after Carrie to give 

him time to gently warm Carrie up to the idea of having a researcher around. When I 

arrive, I am surprised that no representative of CIP is here as is usual for this 

program. This orientation is held early in December and Carrie’s internship is 

intended to be conducted over summer (December – February). 

 

I walk into the main room of the club where Carrie and Greg are chatting 

(Photograph 15). We sit down together at a long table, the first in the row closest to 

the office. I am told this is where previous interns have worked, because it’s near a 
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power point. Greg explains that other interns have brought in their own laptops and 

that he has set them up with a wifi code and club email address to communicate with 

each other, and potentially with sponsors. Carrie indicates that she will bring her 

laptop with her next time. Greg further justifies the seating arrangements by 

explaining that his office is too small and that during work hours there usually aren’t 

too many people around to interrupt.  

 

 

Photograph 15: Local Sports Club main room  

 

Greg describes what will be Carrie’s two main jobs while at the club. The first is to 

update the marketing plan to ensure its accuracy and to look for potential areas of 

income for the club. The second entails being trained to use the club’s website by an 

IT specialist, John, so that in her final days, Carrie can teach Greg how to use the 

website administration. Greg says this will be quite interesting because it will be the 

“intern teaching the supervisor” (FN_C, 07/12/11, p.5).  

  

Greg explains the importance of the internship program to the club and how it has 

helped with operations over the last several years. He shares stories from past interns, 

including his first marketing intern Amy. To expose Amy to the marketing side of 

the business, he had taken her to meet one of their sponsors from a high-end car 

dealership. At this meeting, seven men in suits, representing the car dealership, 

communicated their dissatisfaction with the current relationship and sponsorship 
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package held with Local Sports Club. During the meeting, Greg had noticed that 

Amy was quiet and when they got back to the club he asked what was wrong. Amy 

replied “I’m not ready for the real world”. Greg explains how he talked her through 

what the men had said and how this was in fact a result of poor marketing, that they 

hadn’t understood their needs or delivered on what had been promised. After talking 

her around, Amy had declared “ok, I maybe I am ready for the real world now”. Greg 

insists that it is normal to be nervous, but that you’ve got to be willing to give it a go. 

I later ask Carrie her thoughts from hearing this story at her orientation: 

Carrie Before that he talked about how awesome Amy was and how 

she’s been this massive contribution and Helen did this as 

well in the interview, like ‘oh, they’ve had three outstanding 

interns before and so we only want the top of the lot for this 

job’ and I was like ‘oh, man!’ So much pressure.  

Bonnie  Did you feel like you had to perform to a standard? 

Carrie   Hell yeah! 

Bonnie  Did that make you feel nervous or excited? 

Carrie Nervous definitely. Maybe excitement later? I don’t know. 

Everything’s a mix of emotions (IN_C, 03/05/12, p.6).   

Greg’s coaching skills are evident in his compassion and eagerness to help Carrie 

learn. Greg uses phrases like “you are the expert, Carrie. You are the one with the 

piece of paper on the wall... welcome to the real world” (FN_C, 07/12/11, p.2). He 

conveys how important ‘real world’ experience is, especially for employers. He says 

that if he was shown two students, one with exceptional grades and the other with 

exceptional experience, he would choose the experience every time. He describes 

this placement as ‘the real stuff’, explaining how Carrie’s work will be making real 

financial contributions to this business because “it’s not theory and it’s not uni” 

(FN_C, 07/12/11, p.2). In her interview I ask Carrie how she felt being labelled the 

‘expert’:  

Terrified!! I said ‘I’m not an expert in anything’ I thought I was going to learn 

off him. But at the same time it was a challenge [and] I’m trying to push myself 

to accept those challenges, otherwise you’ll never move forward. Yeah it was 

scary! (IN_C, 03/05/12, p.5)   
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Greg invites me into the conversation to talk about my research. We both pick up on 

Carrie’s reservations and she responds by saying that she feels scared. Carrie has 

remained quiet for most of the meeting and at times I’ve glanced over to see watery 

eyes. Her hands are kept in her lap and arms close to her body. Greg explains why he 

is so supportive, having known me for over two years being part of CIP and wanting 

to help the university in every way possible to strengthen our organisational 

relationship. Carrie voices that she is a little anxious to have me ‘watch her’. Greg 

suggests that she goes away and does a SWOT (strengths, weakness, opportunity, 

threats) analysis, using marketing theory, to help her decide whether she will 

participate in my project. He adds that my research will help him reflect on his own 

supervision style and possibly help Carrie, given that I have a background in 

marketing. I get a strong sense that Carrie is undecided about the ethnographic 

approach and I begin to wonder whether I need to look for a third participant for my 

research. Later that week Carrie emails me to tell me the date of her first day of her 

placement.  

 

Prior to placement beginning, Carrie submits her first assessment, reflective journal 

part A to the internship program. The assessment relates to expectations of work and 

learning on placement by reading and referencing academic articles. It is divided into 

three themes: workplace environment, teamwork and critical/creative thinking. 

Carrie describes what might be the challenges of an internship: 

Through gaining experience in the industry students are faced with the 

challenge of having to manage their time efficiently to meet the deadlines that 

are associated with these ‘real-world problems’. They are thrown into a new 

environment and asked to perform tasks that they have only read about in 

textbooks or heard of in a classroom. This unfamiliar territory can be quite 

daunting and poses the difficult task of “fitting in”, let alone becoming 

confident enough in this environment to put forward their ideas and 

recommendations (RJA_C, 22/08/11, p.1). 

Greg’s references to the ‘real world’ are echoed in Carrie’s assessment as she reports 

on her expectations: 

Upon deciding to apply for the Internship program, I am expecting to gain some 

insight into the ‘real world’ of marketing, find out what it is really like and to 
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test it as to whether I would enjoy pursuing a career in marketing, or if I should 

stick to public relations (my other major)… I hope that by being set a challenge 

that will assist me in realising that I have actually acquired some knowledge and 

skills in my four years of study at university. Whilst that sounds like a low 

expectation to have, and a strange one at that, it must be understood that sitting 

in a classroom soaking up theories only to regurgitate them in an exam or essay, 

doesn’t quite feel like my knowledge levels are increasing (RJA_C, 22/08/11, p. 

3). 

Carrie also recognises that this is a big step and that she has apprehensions: 

This internship experience will be my first glance into marketing in ‘the real 

world’ so, as is expected, I feel a little anxious at the challenges before me. 

Whilst at first these feelings are a little discouraging, I am expecting myself to 

push through it and overcome each challenge with a high level of success that 

will ensure me that marketing is a suitable career choice (RJA_C, 22/08/11, 

p.3). 

It also seems that Carrie has realistic expectations of what teamwork might look like 

a Local Sports Club: 

I expect that my experience of teamwork at Local Sports Club will differ greatly 

from my previous experiences of teamwork in class at university for a few 

reasons. Firstly, it consists of a smaller workforce, especially during the 

summer season; there are no departments or divisions or even multiple staff. 

This limits the capacity to form teams to complete the necessary tasks. As I 

often will be the only one in the office alongside the general manager (my 

supervisor), I won’t necessarily be a part of teamwork whereby a task will be 

completed by a group of people and reported back to the supervisor. Instead, I 

shall work alongside the supervisor completing the task as advised, and yet 

report back to him with the work I have completed and the ideas that I have 

(RJA_C, 22/08/11, p.6). 

Carrie understands that it will be Greg and herself for most of the time on placement 

and is looking forward to being exposed to the ‘real world’ of marketing. Carrie has 

had some work experience with a not-for-profit organisation earlier in the year where 

she was doing more administrative marketing tasks in an office with a small team. 

Her 16 day placement is negotiated as a summer internship and she starts in 
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December hoping to have it finished by March, before the university session starts. 

She has a full semester coming up as well as causal work in a bakery, but hopes to 

graduate at the end of the following year.  

 

Placement days 

Day one is held in mid-December 2011. Walking in together at 9am, Carrie and I sit 

at the (what will be ‘usual’) long table for the daily overview from Greg. Since our 

previous visit, Greg has set Carrie homework, to revise the 2010 marketing plan, so 

first thing they do is to go through Carrie’s suggestions (Photograph 16). Greg 

explains that John, the IT specialist and club member, will be coming in another day 

to teach Carrie the club’s website. 

 

As they go through the marketing plan, Greg is supportive and encouraging. He 

suggests re-writing some negatively phrased sentences such as “we have no 

advertising budget” to something more like “there are challenges and much 

opportunity for creativity” (FN_C, 14/12/11, p.1). Where further information is 

needed to complete a section, he indicates that he will send it through to Carrie via 

email. After the review he says “(l)ook, it’s outstanding. [Especially] coming in and 

not knowing a lot about the company” (FN_C, 14/12/11, p.1).  

 

 

Photograph 16: Carrie and Greg in the morning briefing 
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Carrie is then left to work autonomously to make the suggested changes. I observe 

her taking it all in:  

Carrie sits with her laptop and twirls her hair with her left hand. She is looking 

at the computer screen, making sense of the marketing plan in light of Greg’s 

suggestions. Eventually she puts her feet up on the seat next to her and reclines 

against the window. She stares at the screen for about 10 minutes more before 

moving the curser (FN_C, 14/12/11, p.3). 

Noticing a lot of sitting and reading and not a lot of typing, I ask her how she is 

going: 

She says to me, out of the ear of Greg, “there’s a lot of work. I was going to 

bring in my MARK101 textbook, but I forgot”. Greg leaves the building for an 

appointment, leaving Carrie and I together. Carrie is on Wikipedia looking up 

marketing theories. She says “it’s hard to know how to blend them”. She is 

wondering which theories to use and which to disregard. We discuss marketing 

theories together (FN_C, 14/12/11, p.4). 

Her eLogs express a similar sentiment:   

It was difficult implementing the theory that I had learnt in my years at 

university, especially without any textbooks to confirm my thoughts and ideas 

with. It was also difficult in that Greg was entrusting the entire marketing future 

of the organisation with me, without providing me with a clear insight as to 

what goals and objectives [the club] hoped to achieve (eL, 14/12/11, p.1). 

December is the off-season for the club and the grounds are empty. Carrie 

acknowledges the attention and support Greg is providing and describes the benefits 

of off-season for having “a dedicated supervisor to mentor and guide me through the 

entire internship experience” (eL_C, 14/12/11, p.2). She writes further: 

Looking forward, I am a little frightened of being trusted with the entire 

marketing activities…a big step forward as a learning experience [that] will 

benefit my studies and future job prospects greatly (eL_C, 14/12/11, p.1). 

Being the first day for both of us, I start to get the sense of how Greg as a ‘one-man-

band’ works around here. At one point he says to me that while he has internship 
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supervision, he also has a club to run. I notice that Greg has given us his full 

attention at the start of the day and again at lunch, but I take notes on what happens 

in-between:  

There are people coming and going all the time: Board members getting ready 

for the night ahead, people looking for the physiotherapist downstairs, and 

players popping in with various enquiries. There are contract workers and 

others that volunteer. The door remains open so that people can come in and 

chat to Greg. He has a landline and a mobile both with a message bank. He gets 

calls and texts from sponsors, coaches, board members, and his family 

throughout the day. His hours are flexible, being the only person there. He tends 

to start work around 9am and finishes up around 3pm, unless a pressing matter 

like the board meeting keeps him here later (FN_C, 14/12/11, p.4). 

I get the initial sense that this placement will be very different, and perhaps slower 

paced, compared to my previous research site.  

 

On day two, Carrie continues re-working the marketing plan independently. She feels 

conflicted with spending time doing quality work, given the importance of the 

document, and not working fast enough to meet Greg’s expectations. Board 

members, contract workers, suppliers, volunteers and players drop in throughout the 

day and speak to Greg, some of whom are introduced to Carrie. She begins to notice 

Greg’s ability to network and handle multiple demands at once and hopes to pick up 

on these skills.  

 

On day three, John teaches Carrie the club’s Content Management System (CMS). 

This system holds the information for the club’s website. John is an external 

contractor and club member, who is passionate about sports and the Club. Greg 

wants Carrie to learn how to update the website with president’s reports, club news, 

and sponsor information. I observe John teaching Carrie: 

He starts with items that change regularly. He explains what things are and how 

to disable unnecessary items. On the homepage he goes through the items 

needing updating regularly, such as weekly team’s scores and results… He 

comments “it’s not rocket science”. Carrie has been quiet. He asks at this point 

“any questions?” she says “I think I’ve got it so far” (FN_C, 20/12/11, p.3). 
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Before they move on to the more technical side of the CMS, John turns and asks 

Carrie her preferred way of learning: 

John  How do you want to learn? Do you want to watch and write 

notes, or wing it, or just do it? 

Carries  Watch and write notes. 

John  Next time I come down then you will do it by yourself. Grab 

your note book then (FN_C, 20/12/11, p.2). 

John runs through the system step-by-step while Carrie observes and occasionally 

takes notes, asking very few questions. She says it seems relatively simple and easy 

to use. Greg is in-and-out of the office running errands. John delegates jobs for 

Carrie such as updating the sponsorship section with company abstracts and photos. 

At the end of the day, Greg summarises his reasons for inviting John to teach Carrie 

these website technical skills and how this relates to her marketing placement.  

 

Day four takes place one month later because of the Christmas break. Carrie is asked 

to create some promotional material for an upcoming season launch luncheon, 

including an invitation to sponsors, a general flyer and an event media release. Carrie 

finds it hard to get back into work after the holidays. Greg says to me “I feel like I 

should be here all the time” and explains that “the work is instructional” and that 

“Carrie’s the expert” (FN_C, 17/01/12, p.2). There have been no visitors a few phone 

calls. Besides our chatter about Christmas break, there is little else to be heard: 

Greg has turned the radio on in his office. Carrie has started typing. Besides the 

morning briefing, there has been very little interaction between supervisor and 

intern in the last two hours. I hear Greg on the phone, the occasional sound of 

typing and low hums of music from the office (FN_C, 17/01/12, p.2). 

The room Carrie and I are in is large, open, and quiet. All of a sudden I record in my 

field notes a strange interaction: 

Suddenly, Greg has come from his office to grab a coffee and, speaking directly 

to Carrie, said “Only John has those backgrounds”. What just happened? Did I 

miss something? Carrie now shows me an email trail from 9:30am this morning, 

starting with Greg sending through details on the event. Oh, this now makes 
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sense; Carrie has been emailing Greg about the backdrop on the website for her 

flyer (FN_C, 17/01/12, p.2). 

In a room full of silence and short bursts of typing, Carrie is communicating with her 

supervisor – who is sitting less than two meters away. I draw the layout of the office 

to help demonstrate this strange sense of isolation from sitting in this big room and 

the silence that penetrates it (Figure 8).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Carrie’s office spatial arrangements  

 

On day five, Carrie finalises the invitation and flyer. The promotional material has 

been checked at the board meeting and changes were recommended. Carrie emails 

the changes through to Greg in his office. She also updates the website with this 

information. Working independently for most of the day, Carrie comes into contact 

only with John who drops by to show her how to send out newsletters and gives her 

positive feedback on a banner she created on the website for the season launch.  

On day six, Carrie is still working on the season launch promotional material 

including creating a personalised invitation for a special guest and the media release. 

After a busy morning, Greg takes Carrie out of the office to visit two major sponsors 

in the local area. While visiting the sponsors, they chat about the sponsor’s own 

marketing strategies and ask the managers questions. Carrie learns a lot from the day, 

writing in her eLog: 

Today was a big learning experience with a lot to absorb. I am thankful for the 

sponsor trips that Greg took me on, as well as the time we spent discussing the 
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club, Greg’s experience and my thoughts about Local Sports Club. I am 

enjoying my time and experiences very much (eL6_C, 02/02/12, p.2). 

On day seven, Carrie creates a flyer for a political figure hosting a function at the 

club and teaches a club volunteer, Judy, aspects of the website. Although Carrie 

happily shows Judy the website, she finds it difficult to know what to cover as Greg 

has left her little information. At lunch time Judy leaves, and, with Greg busy, Carrie 

is unsure what to do next. She writes in her eLog: 

About lunch time the lady had left and Greg was quite busy with a number of 

other club duties. This unfortunately left me with not much to do. Greg is a busy 

man running the organisation so I completely understand that he has other 

commitments and can’t spend a lot of time sitting with me (eL7_C, 09/02/12, 

p.1). 

In her interview she talks to me further about the times Greg was absent: 

Sometimes there were days where [Greg] was busy with someone else and I 

wanted or needed something else to do. So I remember one afternoon I sat there 

for a while because I’d done everything… I think I tried to do some stuff 

because I felt bad doing other things. Um, I like read through the website and 

like sports sites and then ended up like reading the news. Little things. Yeah I 

didn’t know what else to do. I think, no I actually started working on something, 

going back to something else, trying find something to do... (IN_C, 03/05/12, 

p.14). 

She also expresses her concerns with how long this placement is taking. The 

placement is only half way through and it is early February now, meaning the 

university semester will begin in several weeks. She wonders how she will juggle the 

long travel and other commitments during session. 

 

Day eight is delayed by a few weeks because Greg is having issues organising the 

competition rounds and needs to meet with the national board standards in Sydney. 

Greg and Carrie communicate through email to postpone placement days. Walking in 

on day eight, Carrie is unsure what she is working on. Greg explains that it may be a 

menial day because he needs Carrie and myself to help send out tickets to sponsors 

for to an up-coming game. He sends the information through to Carrie via email and 
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we get to work allocating the tickets to sponsors and putting them in envelopes to be 

posted (Photograph 17).  

 

 

Photograph 17: Carrie sorting tickets on day eight 

 

I notice that Carrie is more relaxed now in this environment. Greg is in his office and 

rather than emailing Carrie shouts, “Do you want the bigger sponsors to get the better 

seats?” and “Can you tell me which ones I’m sending (by post)” (FN_C, 23/02/12, 

p.2) to which Greg shouts back with answers. Reflecting on this day in her eLogs she 

says: 

Whilst today’s tasks were tedious, simple and believed to be something more 

for a secretary to complete, I understand that a career in marketing and 

communications isn’t all glamour and full of challenges. I enjoy a break from 

the challenges of writing and designing promotional materials just to relax and 

get the administrative tasks done (eL8_C, 23/02/12, p.1). 

On day nine, Greg takes Carrie through the marketing plan a second time, now a few 

months after the first revision, to evaluate how the club is meeting its goals. Carrie is 

starting to think about her career and writes: 

Referring back to the marketing plan was helpful as it provided some structure 

to what I had been working on and highlighted that I had in fact reached 

milestones in relation to the marketing strategy… Now I am considering Sports 
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Marketing as a potential career path and am wondering why I didn’t think of 

that before! (eL_C, 01/03/12, p.1) 

Judy the volunteer returns to revise her knowledge of the website and learn more 

functions. Greg hopes that after Carrie’s placement, Judy can take over the website 

updates and maintenance. I observe Carrie teaching Judy:  

Judy is focused. She has hand written notes on white paper from last time. She 

has her left finger pointing to her notes and her right hand on the laptop 

(Photograph 18). Carrie and Judy sit side-by-side and are oriented toward the 

laptop screen. Carrie is patient: 

Judy   Where is image (on the toolbar)? 

Carrie  You wrote it down last time... Do you remember doing this?”  

Judy   Um.... No. 

Carrie  [Showing her where it is] Do you remember seeing it now? 

Judy   I don’t remember (FN_C, 01/03/12, p.3). 

 

 

Photograph 18: Carrie teaching Judy the CMS 

 

Today is Carrie’s birthday and she brings in a chocolate velvet cake from the 

patisserie where she works. We share it at the end of the day with four other club 

members who emerge suspiciously, just-in-time. In the afternoon, the club hosts a 

game so we both get to experience a game atmosphere with players, coaches, and 
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crowds. Before going home Carrie is asked to place a news item on the website 

promoting their players in a large game that Saturday. However, on Sunday she 

realises that she has forgotten - so writes it up quickly.  

 

Day ten is spent working from home because university classes have started. From 

home, Carrie works on the additional changes Greg has suggested for the marketing 

plan including recording the accomplishments from the last three months (since 

Carrie started). Carrie describes the challenges of completing this task: 

The task was more difficult than originally thought, both because it was difficult 

to remember everything that Greg had said as we went through the 17 page 

document and because I hadn’t been with [the club] every day of the last 3 

months to see how each aim had been reached in some way. To add to this 

difficulty, Greg must have been busy or forgotten our arranged plans as he 

wasn’t responding to the emails I sent with various questions about the task 

(eL_C, 06/03/12, p.1). 

Without written notes, immediate responses to her questions, and knowledge of the 

clubs recent activities, Carries finds this day less productive: 

As I was working from home and Greg was unresponsive to my emails, I was 

not interacting with any other people or departments. It was unfortunate that this 

afternoon didn’t go as planned and was therefore less productive than 

anticipated (eL_C, 06/03/12, p.2). 

In early May, Greg comes to the university to have coffee with Carrie. He has been 

away on holidays and busy with the demands of the peak season. They arrange to 

have her next placement day in two weeks’ time. I worry the time lapse might impact 

her confidence and wonder if she’ll remember the workplace practices she learnt 

three months ago.  

 

Twelve weeks since her last internship day, Carrie returns to the club for day eleven 

with a long list of tasks awaiting her. The club has been a hive of activity due to the 

season being well under way, so there are a lot of sports news items to be updated on 

the website. She is also asked to review formal documents for the national sports 

affiliates, update the signage around the clubhouse, and get in touch with the some of 
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the Club’s sponsors. Carrie gets to work independently, occasionally conversing with 

Greg. She notices her preference for being here rather than at university:  

It was good to be back at Local Sports Club, I enjoy the atmosphere of the club 

and much prefer completing marketing and communications tasks in the 

workplace compared to studying for university. I think I am more than ready to 

graduate from university and enter ‘the real world’ (eL_C, 28/05/12, p.1). 

Day twelve is conducted early June. On this day, Carrie works on several small 

projects such as uploading information to the website, working on signage around the 

club, making all communications consistent with the branding, re-formatting game 

timetables for the website, and updating the club news and merchandise sections. 

These tasks mean that Carrie is talking with Greg throughout the day, to ask advice 

and to check on things. John also comes by to show Carrie another part of the CMS 

and to assist with any questions. Carrie sends him some work that she needs him to 

complete. Carrie enjoys ‘helping out’ and working on signage around the club: 

Making new signs for the club house also enabled me to put my own footprint 

on the place! Now there is further physical evidence that shows I was there! 

(eL12_C, 06/06/12, p.1) 

One month later and into the winter month of July, day thirteen is initially spent 

working on the marketing plan and assisting Greg with some computer problems and 

email issues. The season is wrapping up shortly and the club seems less busy. Carrie 

works on promoting a semi-final luncheon to the club’s community, by liaising via 

email with John regarding a banner on the website and creating a news story for the 

home page that links to another webpage to enable registration. Carrie also cross-

promotes the event throughout the website to ensure that the luncheon is advertised 

at multiple points. She emails a Director on the Club Board with a draft flyer and 

blurb for the website on another upcoming function. On this cold winter day, Carrie 

shares an office with Greg and is constant contact with him:  

Having been offered the chance to share Greg’s office, I feel that our 

relationship is growing nicely. Also, being able to contact the Board Members 

directly, rather than using Greg as a middle man, felt a little empowering and 

enabled me to get one step closer to having complete control of the club 

marketing activities (eL_C, 12/07/12, p.2). 
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The university semester is almost over and Carrie has not completed 16 days of 

internship. Helen approaches Carrie and explains that she needs to complete by the 

end of July to pass the subject. Helen reinforces to Carrie that she is the ‘marketing 

expert’ and needs to find things to do in order to finish her placement. Helen 

suggests that Carrie approach Greg with ideas of how she can finish these last few 

days. Carrie sends an email to follow up with Greg, however, struggles with the 

notion of finding things to make up the reminding time. Carrie submits her final 

assessment and passes the subject in this semester, still having not completed her 

final three days.  

 

After Placement 

Carrie’s reflective journal part B for the internship program summarises the 

marketing practices she learned on placement. Carrie was responsible for the 

marketing, promotion and communication strategies of the club, through signage, 

flyers, invitations, and the website. She describes how learning the CMS system gave 

her skills to work more confidently and independently on marketing activities. She 

reflects on the two ‘worlds’ of university and work: 

Workplace learning encourages these skills differently compared to the 

university setting, as each task and situation is in the ‘real world’ with real 

consequences. Additionally, the potential to make a difference, to benefit the 

organisation, and to see how you impacted the organisation are all greater 

motives than simply receiving a ‘mark’ for your all of your efforts (RJB_C, 

13/07/12, p. 2). 

Carrie reflects on being entrusted with the design of marketing material: 

In terms of the marketing activities of the club, creativity was encouraged from 

the get go. I was entrusted completely with all of the marketing responsibilities 

and tasks and encouraged to do them as I please with the knowledge and skills 

that I had acquired through university and my own experiences. I was the 

‘marketing expert’ and therefore was able to produce the marketing and 

promotional material as I saw fit (RJB_C, 13/07/12, p. 5). 
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In her reflective journal part A, Carrie had indicated that this internship will help her 

evaluate a career in marketing. In this assessment, she refers to the organisational 

culture and sports marketing as something she might pursue: 

Combined with my love of sport, my internship placement with Local Sports 

Club has inspired a desire to work in the sporting industry. The laidback 

atmosphere and friendliness of the people involved is an organisational culture 

that I would love to be a part of in the future. I enjoyed spending time at [the 

club], working on various tasks and challenging myself and whilst initially I felt 

fear at being dubbed the ‘marketing expert’, I now feel somewhat comfortable 

and confident in this role that I feel ready and excited to enter the workforce 

upon graduation (RJB_C, 13/07/12, p.7). 

In her orientation, Carrie lacked confidence and said she felt ‘scared’. In this 

assessment, she writes resolutely about the importance of being challenged: 

My time and challenges experienced at the club have brought me to the 

realisation that one needs to be constantly challenging oneself in order to grow, 

develop and improve. Fear may be the dominant emotion being felt, but I realise 

now that one must push through that in order to go somewhere or be something 

(RJB_C, 13/07/12, p.7). 

Although in her reflective journal part B Carrie appears to resolve her initial 

anxieties, in her interview with me she tells a different story when describing her 

tasks to produce the marketing plan: 

It’s hard to think like that any of it would be… because it’s like a proper 

organisation using it. But to me it doesn’t seem like a proper marketing thing. 

It’s just something I did. Does that make sense? I think I’m more scared that 

they would actually go by that. [Maybe] they should have got a professional 

marketing person to do it and then they can use it as an actual document (IN_C, 

03/05/12, p.30). 

She also tells me that the marketing plan was difficult because she didn’t have the 

whole picture. She explains that the business side of things is run during the day 

while the decisions are made at board meetings at night and the ‘product’ or games, 

are held mostly on the weekends. 
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In December 2012, one year after starting her internship, Carrie graduates from her 

Bachelor of Commerce degree. She tells me that both Greg and she tried to organise 

final dates, but even now still doesn’t know where she stands. She tells me “I am 

unsure as to my position with the club due to no final date being arranged – we are 

both at fault for that” (Email correspondence, 07/12/12). Over the last six months she 

has ‘helped out’ on a couple of projects via email, assisting with Facebook and other 

promotional material such as a poster for a tournament. Carrie, however, has not 

officially heard back about her final days. She summarises her final thoughts on her 

placement:  

Once I completed the subject I felt that any time and work I did with Local 

Sports Club was more me happily volunteering my time to work… by then I 

was doing the same kind of tasks, and was more challenging myself in 

attempting various Photoshop effects with Google as my teacher =) (Email 

correspondence, 07/12/12). 

These last few tasks are not recorded (in eLogs or otherwise) towards Carrie’s 

placement and her final days remain incomplete.  

 

Interpretive comment 

Carrie’s placement positions her as the ‘marketing expert’ in her host organisation, 

Local Sports Club. As a small not-for-profit organisation, Carrie’s workplace 

practices are shaped largely by the availability of the club’s only full-time employee 

and her supervisor, Greg, who is busy with day-to-day business operations. Carrie’s 

placement, that was meant to be a summer internship, turns into a twelve month, 

incomplete placement, where emailing and working from home or on the train 

becomes the norm. Several interesting and overlapping issues arise from this 

placement:  

• The challenges of learning marketing work practices when the norm is an 

absence of a specialised marketing practitioner: Being the ‘expert’ when you 

are the novice  

• The emphasis on working independently as being synonymous with working 

unaccompanied   
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• The central role of email and the implications this has for face-to-face 

supervision and communication  

• The dependency of Carrie’s laptop for work practices and what this means for 

the where and when work is performed  

• The impact of a ‘flexible’ placement - A 16 day summer internship that 

remained incomplete after 12 months   

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has laid important foundations for understanding informal learning on 

placement by describing the cases of Anna, Ben, and Carrie. My interpretive 

comments at the end of the cases are threads drawn across each story to highlight 

emerging issues. These threads are in no way intended to collapse an intern’s 

experience into one particular prototype, but to rather celebrate that in all their 

heterogeneity, there are several, shared practices that are performed as interns learn 

diverse work practices. The proceeding chapter starts to make sense of these cases by 

expanding on findings from an analysis of the data and by responding to the research 

aims and questions.  
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CHAPTER 5: TRANSITIONING TO WORK PRACTICES 

Humans and what they take to be their ‘learning’ and ‘social’ processes do not 

float, distinct, in ‘contexts’ of work that can be conceptualized and dismissed as 

a wash of material ‘stuff’ and spaces. The things that assemble these contexts, 

and incidentally the actions and bodies including human ones that are part of 

these assemblages, are continuously acting on each other to bring forth objects 

and knowledge... these objects, including objects of knowledge, are very messy, 

slippery, and indeterminate (Fenwick, 2010a, p. 105). 

Chapter 4 presented the placement experiences of Anna, Ben, and Carrie. This 

chapter analyses and unpacks those experiences by challenging, explicating, and 

questioning prevailing assumptions about learning in WIL. Positioned within a wider 

discussion of epistemologies of learning, in order to examine and interpret these 

cases, this chapter draws on two enabling theoretical foundations from theories of 

sociomateriality (Fenwick, 2010a, 2014; Fenwick, et al., 2011; Gherardi & Nicolini, 

2000; Orlikowski, 2006; Orlikowski, 2007; SØrensen, 2009) and practice (Nicolini, 

2009a, 2013; Schatzki, 1996; 2002; Schatzki, et al., 2001).  

 

This chapter is organised by attending to and unpacking the research aims:  

 To investigate informal learning by identifying and explaining what interns do 

to develop work practices while on placement 

 To move beyond perceiving learning as an individualised process by exploring 

social and material relations entangled with learning on placement 

 To propose a practice-based conception of learning as an enriched, 

contextualised alternative to traditional understandings of WIL 

These aims go hand-in-hand with the research questions:  

1. What do interns do to learn work practices?  

2. What are the social, contextual, and material relations that are productive of 

informal learning on placement?  
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Figure 9: Overview of Chapter 5  

 

As illustrated in Figure 9, this chapter is structured by four main sections. First, 

following Fenwick’s (2010a) arguments in the opening excerpt, this section 

problematises neat applications of learning by drawing up the complexity in 

everyday practices to argue that messiness matters. Focussing on the ontological 

positioning of learning laid out by Beckett and Hager (2002) and Hager, Lee, and 

Reich (2012), this section opens with a discussion on the limitations of the standard 

paradigm of learning for understanding entanglements of actions, materials, 

technologies, and bodies, and their place in learning and suggests learning on 

placement be reconceptualised to Beckett and Hager’s (2002) emerging paradigm of 

learning.  

  

Second, following arguments that learning transpires in relation to people, things, 

and practices, this section explores findings from the data on how interns develop 

work practices. Analysis of the data suggests a larger role of social, contextual, and 

material relations than previously conceived, in ways that produce, limit, or abandon 

learning through opportunities to practise.  

  

Third, by exploring entanglements and how interns learn work practices, new spaces 

for examining learning are revealed. This section uncovers findings relating to a new 

bundle of temporary, dynamic, and unique practices that have to date been largely 

overlooked. This new bundle of practices are named transitioning placement 

Messiness matters: Exploring         
       entanglemements in the assemblage 

Practise/ practice:      
          Developing work practices 

Transitioning Placement Practices 

Re-working WIL assessments  
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practices and are performed as interns temporarily transition into the workplace and 

learn in ways that bestride university and work. Fourth, in light of these findings, the 

chapter concludes by drawing on the opening discussions in Chapter 1 to reflect on 

conceptions of learning in WIL and offer recommendations for re-working WIL 

assessments.  

   

Messiness matters: Exploring entanglements in the assemblage 

Before embarking on any investigation of learning, literature in Chapter 2 pointed 

out that the term ‘learning’ is unclear (Fenwick, et al., 2011) and often goes 

undefined (Fenwick, 2010b). Various distinctions and understandings frame the way 

scholars talk about, research, evaluate, and plan for learning. Hager, Lee, and Reich 

(2012) suggested a tripartite framework where approaches to learning are 

ontologically grouped into cognitive-psychology-based theories of learning, socio-

cultural theories of learning and post-Cartesian theories.  

  

Beckett and Hager (2002) proposed that particularly in education most of what gets 

described as learning sits within this first cognitive-psychology or Cartesian domain, 

in what they call the standard paradigm of learning. In the standard paradigm, 

students are seen as isolated, individual minds that acquire and hold stock of 

accumulated ideas where “the best learning consists of abstract ideas (concepts or 

propositions) that are context-independent (universal) and transparent in thought” 

(Beckett & Hager, 2002, p. 98). In this paradigm learning can be stored, recalled and 

applied in response to stimuli.  

 

As the data in the cases show, while on placement Anna, Ben, and Carrie attempted 

to apply what they had learnt from university. On Anna’s first day for example, she 

made connections between her HR subjects and the implications for the new OH&S 

legislation. Carrie similarly attended to marketing knowledge, yet struggled to make 

such connections, “there’s a lot of work. I was going to bring in my MARK101 

textbook, but I forgot” (FN_C, 14/12/11, p.4). In her eLog, Carrie reiterated “(i)t was 

difficult implementing the theory that I had learnt in my years at university, 

especially without any textbooks to confirm my thoughts and ideas with” (eL, 

14/12/11, p.1). On her first day, Carrie looked for comfort and familiarity in her 
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textbooks, however, as her placement progressed, little else was mentioned about 

bringing in her textbooks. Applying university ‘universal’ knowledge on placement 

was a demonstrated priority, however, it does not describe the extent of learning on 

placement.   

 

Consider Ben’s situation with the fish boxes. As a finance student enrolled in CIP, 

Ben found himself saturated in seafood liquid, having picked up a box of oysters and 

prawns incorrectly. The situation escalated when confronted with Anna and her 

supervisors sharing lunch in the canteen. In his eLogs we felt his emotions:  

Today has been the MOST DEPRESSING AND HUMILIATING DAY and it 

is an EMBARASSMENT on my UNIVERSITY DEGREE! I am almost 

convinced that I should drop this subject! (eL_B, 17/08/11, p.4) 

In this moment of Ben’s placement, we get a sense of the messiness of learning. It is 

messy in that there are multiple things making up this space, in what sociomaterial 

scholars call ‘an assemblage’ (Fenwick, 2010a), that forms part of understanding 

how Ben is learning. The things that make up this space, concrete floors, wine 

cellars, boxes of produce, casual sneakers, a borrowed T-shirt, a trolley, an aching 

body, and more, are shaping what Ben is learning. It is messy in that what Ben is 

asked to perform, the things he uses and the way he performs them, require him to do 

something else than applying canonical knowledge: learning is coming first from the 

practice (Johnsson & Boud, 2010).  

 

To start explaining what this mess means for understanding learning on placement, 

Chapter 2 outlined the theoretical framework that brought together two interrelating 

concepts: sociomateriality and practice theory. Underpinning these theories is the 

notion that things are related, that “everything that is has no existence apart from its 

relation to other things” (Langley & Tsoukas, 2010, p. 3). If things only exist within 

relation to other things, then these ‘other things’ become an important part of any 

analysis. The way things relate, that is how they are ‘held together’ (Schatzki, 1996) 

or ‘mutually transform one another’ (Fenwick, et al., 2011), underscores what 

sociomaterial scholars identify as ‘indeterminate entanglements’ (Fenwick, 2010a) 

and what Schatzki (2009) names ‘practice-arrangement meshes’.  
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A sociomaterial lens counters theoretical positions that assume the individual/ social/ 

cultural to be defining parameters of what it means to learn (Fenwick, et al., 2011). It 

de-centres human processes of cognition and sociality in learning by claiming that 

the “materiality is integral to organizing, positing that the social and the material are 

constitutively entangled in everyday life” (Orlikowski, 2007, p. 1436, italics in 

original). The material world is entangled in meaning, not separate from it. Learning 

is seen as performed in embodied actions, rather than as internalised concepts or 

meanings. Learning does not exist, and cannot be identified, as separate from the 

assemblage through which it is enacted (Fenwick, et al., 2011).  

 

Therefore, acknowledgment of the sociomaterial assemblage is critical to 

understanding learning (Fenwick, 2006a). Meanings are performed into existence, 

things are “not pre-given or fixed, but enacted in practice” (Orlikowski & Scott, 

2008, p. 462). That is, “practice – that is, doing – is not ontologically separable from 

learning and human development, but is the very substance of it” (Fenwick, et al., 

2011, p. 1; italics added). If learning and practice are intimately entangled, then we 

can say that learning is not something that sits inside one’s mind that can be easily 

reported, acquired or transferred, but instead learning is performed. To encapsulate 

these arguments and the theoretical framework espoused in this study, a summary of 

learning that leans on these foundations is offered: Learning is entangled in the 

performance of practices and the sociomaterial assemblage.  

 

Figure 10 offers a visual representation of a WIL assemblage. The purpose of the 

figure is to highlight (i) the prominent role of the social and material in learning, (ii) 

how multiple, overlapping practices prefigure and infiltrate action, and (iii) when 

taken together, learning is inseparable from the assemblage, it shapes and is shaped 

by performance of the practice and in sociomaterial configurations. 
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Figure 10: Representation of WIL assemblage  

 

In this figure, sociomateriality is brought to the fore. Teachers, exams, classrooms, 

students, scholarships, lectures, wifi, and libraries, are some examples of the 

complex sociomateriality assemblage of a university. In the workplace 

sociomateriality might include employees, contracts, databases, policies, 

technologies, clients, legislation, stationary, and mangers to name a few. The cases in 

this study illuminated materiality to show how materials are entangled with meaning.  

 

For example, using rubber bands, ink pads, printers, paper, and manila files shaped 

how Ben performed the day bags. Through manually handling these office artefacts, 

Ben was learning the how to perform an accounts receivable work practice. In a way, 

the rubber bands and other materials acted on him, determining the way he 

developed this work practice. The learning came from his body having to do things, 

with his fingers, through touch and connecting with materials to get the job done. It 

was while performing this largely manual process that Ben said to me “imagine 

going from uni to here…” (FN_B, 20/09/11, p.4). Compared to the technology used 

at university, Ben was forced to learn accounts receivable through work objects that 

he described as ‘ancient’. Having experience at university himself, Felix, who is 

proficient in this accounts receivable practice, commented “So I’m just trying to 

make that distinction between coming from a new environment to a - what you need 

to get the job done” (IN_F, 18/10/11, pp.35-36). While the practice is new to Ben the 
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materials are novel, however, for Felix for whom the practice is routine, the materials 

and practice are one and the same.  

 

In the centre of Figure 10, a bundle of practices represented by circles are shown to 

overlap. These include: student practices of studying, reading, researching, creating 

and attending classes;  assessment practices such as the design of tests, feedback, 

moderation and grading; and, CIP practices which are those enacted by the 

coordinator, tutor, and administrator relating to recruitment, curriculum, evaluation, 

quality assurance, student support, and stakeholder relationships. In my observations, 

there were some obvious times when student and assessment practices coalesced, for 

example, Mia helping Anna with a university assignment or Anna working on her 

assignment to fill in time. The figure also includes my research practices and the 

(im)position of my body in the space. Again there were times when I was positioned 

as an insider and my research practices were made apparent, such as Ben and Felix 

waiting for me before beginning a new task or when Greg asked Carrie and I to sort 

the tickets for an upcoming game. 

 

In the middle of the Figure 10, is a purple circle labelled transitioning placement 

practices. These are a key finding of this study and describe a unique bundle of 

practices performed by interns as they work out how to position themselves on 

placement within workplace norms, routines, and changes. Transitioning placement 

practices will be unpacked in detail in the third section of this chapter. 

 

The remaining two practices on the right side of the figure, situated amongst the 

sociomaterial assemblage of work, are supervision and work practices. Supervision 

practices in this study refers to the way supervisors designed and delegated activities, 

supported interns, responded to questions, and generally where they were and how 

they were in the space at certain times.  

 

Work practices are the doings and sayings of the employees in organisation. Work 

practices have been described as series of accomplishments that arise from practising 

or rehearsing accomplishments over time in routine and contingent situations 

(Beckett & Hager, 2002). This might include administration, finance, cleaning, 
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management, or other practices that are performed together. Work practices are 

important in any investigation of WIL, as learning to perform these practices are the 

ends, goals or purpose for an internship or workplace placement.  

 

The three cases in this study illustrate how performances of supervision and work 

practices are entangled with what interns do and how they are learning. At Local 

Sports Club for example, work practices were seen as performances by mainly one 

man, Greg. Greg met Carrie first thing every placement morning to set-up the tasks 

for the day. Carrie would sit in an open space that was the main function room of the 

club (Photograph 19). Carrie’s orientation in the space was mainly towards her 

laptop which she used to perform her tasks and communicate with Greg. Even 

though Greg had been sitting less than two metres away, Carrie’s approach to asking 

questions was to send Greg an email. This communication practice began before 

placement had started, instigated through Greg’s ‘homework’ for Carrie which was 

to revise the marketing plan.  

 

 

Photograph 19: Carrie working and communicating 

  

For me as a researcher in this space, the support Greg offered to Carrie through email 

communication was unobservable. This was particularly reflected on the day that two 

hours of silence was broken by Greg’s answer to a question I didn’t know had been 

asked:  
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What just happened? Did I miss something? Carrie now shows me an email trail 

from 9:30am this morning, starting with Greg sending through details on the 

event. Oh, this now makes sense; Carrie has been emailing Greg about the 

backdrop on the website for her flyer (IN_C, 20/12/11, p.3). 

As an observer, their supervisors/ intern exchange was not visible. Carrie had to 

make me aware that they had been communicating through email all morning. 

Emailing as a practice of communication shaped the way Carrie and Greg shared 

ideas, answered questions and exchanged documents while at the club and extended 

to work practices while working from home.  

 

Communicating (in silence) was contributing to how Carrie was learning about 

marketing. I often wondered what Carrie was missing by the limited inter-personal 

contact. Her responses suggest that she felt far from being the ‘marketing expert’: 

But to me it doesn’t seem like a proper marketing thing. It’s just something I 

did. Does that make sense? I think I’m more scared that they would actually go 

by that. [Maybe] they should have got a professional marketing person to do it 

and then they can use it as an actual document (IN_C, 03/05/12, p.30). 

Although Carrie was working on marketing activities necessary for this club, her 

insights suggest that what she was doing didn’t align fully with her expectations with 

practices of marketing. Yet the way Carrie learned about marketing through 

performances of marketing on placement notably shaped the way she viewed herself 

and marketing as a career.  

 

Carrie’s experiences are examples of how learning on placement are largely 

incommensurate with the standard paradigm of learning that claims best learning 

comprises abstract, well-ordered, and context-independent ideas (Beckett & Hager, 

2002). It is within this complexity of bodies, space, technologies, actions, emotions, 

procedures, and objects that learning is performed on placement.  

 

Therefore, a more useful conceptualisation of learning on placement is to adopt 

Beckett and Hager’s (2002) framework of an emerging paradigm of learning. The 

emerging paradigm of learning acknowledges that the standard paradigm is a not 
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grand narrative - but only one amongst several. This emerging approach to learning 

is useful in understandings of WIL as it doesn’t disregard the standard paradigm and 

structures around formal learning, but instead recognises that learning can be 

inclusive of formal and informal dynamics. In Beckett and Hager’s (2002) words: 

For instance there is no rejection of propositional knowledge…What is rejected 

is the view that propositions are the epitome of knowledge, and have a timeless, 

independent existence. The emerging paradigm of learning brings together the 

propositional with the active… (p.150) 

The emerging paradigm, and indeed Beckett and Hager’s (2002) depiction of the 

organic learner, takes a whole of person approach to learning. A notable amendment 

that this study may take to extend the emerging paradigm of learning, however, is to 

focus less on the learner themselves and more on their practices and the relations that 

are produced in performances and within affordances of sociomaterial assemblages. 

 

Extending the emerging paradigm of learning in this way, affords greater attention to 

the role of relations and materiality. This approach is theoretically aligned more 

closely with Hager, Lee, and Reich’s (2002) third post-Cartesian domain which 

emphasises rationality, where “everything we do in practice, in being a response to 

another or otherness in our surroundings, inevitably relates us to them in some way” 

(Shotter, 1996a, p. 294). 

 

Overall, the aim of this study was not to investigate informal learning by identifying 

and explaining ‘interns’ thinking processes’ but rather to investigate informal 

learning by looking at what interns do on placement. This section has stressed that 

informal learning emerges in practice, it can be messy, unintentional, and difficult to 

plan. This learning makes it no less important than formal learning and knowledge 

learnt through relations with textbooks, concepts or teachers, however, it does 

highlight limitations in approaches that in certain contexts try to avoid the mess to 

theorise learning. In light of the sociomaterial and practice-based framework 

espoused here, the following section zooms in on findings from this study pertaining 

to how interns develop work practices.   
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Practise/practice: Developing work practices 

Over the years, scholars have attempted to capture what happens to a learner over 

time as they engage in workplace activities. Dreyfus and colleagues (Dreyfus & 

Dreyfus, 2005; Dreyfus, et al., 1986; Dreyfus, 2004) for example have depicted 

learning as a five-stage process of skill acquisition. They propose that a learner 

moves through a trajectory from novice, advanced beginner, competence, 

proficiency, to finally, expertise.  

 

According to Billett (2009), the student is the key driver of learning on placement. 

He maintains that “it is students who participate in, negotiate and learn in and across 

both practice and university settings” (Billett, 2009, p.31). Billett (2009) describes 

students who succeed in practice settings as ‘agentic learners’, those who are pro-

active, engaged in meaning-making and developing intentional and relevant 

capabilities and knowledge.  

 

However, as Chapter 4 has shown, learning is far more complex than climbing an 

incremental ladder from novice to expertise or being responsible for one’s own 

learning. Things, actions, and bodies in the space, enable, and constrict which 

practices can and can’t be performed. Take Carrie’s placement for example. Carrie 

began her 16 day internship planning for it to be completed over three months and 

before session began. Day 13, however, was Carrie’s last day in the workplace, 

which was, effectively, 7 months after the starting date. With instruction from Helen, 

she was told to ‘think of something’ to do to finish the program. As the designated 

‘marketing expert’ of the club, Carrie made several efforts yet struggled to allocate 

herself tasks. Her last three days were never officially completed. 

 

Examining learning on placement has previously been obscured by limitations of 

particular theoretical frameworks as well as the socio-political structures of WIL 

programs. Eraut (2004, 2011) for example, identifies problems associated with 

investigating informal learning including the largely invisible nature of workplace 

learning, where learning is often taken for granted, tacit, and difficult to describe or 

not recognised as learning. WIL programs comprise another set of challenges due to 

a historical distance between WIL educators and work placement activities. This 
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distance, as Billett (2009) points out, makes learning in the workplace difficult to see 

or control from within the higher education institution.  

 

Through adopting an ethnographic methodological approach, ‘going beneath the 

surface’ (Pader, 2006) to explain what we often can’t explain, was made possible. By 

doing so, the cases in this study show limitations with a staged model of learning, 

that avoid the messiness and uncertainty that ensues as practice unfolds. Therefore, 

the findings of this research support others who critique the skill acquisition model 

for being too linear, overly rationalised, and individualised (Fenwick, 2013; Price, et 

al., 2009; Sawchuk & Taylor, 2010a). So, if learning is not assigned only to 

individual agency nor as clear cut as a staged development of skills, how then, do 

students learn on placement?  

 

To preface this question, let’s revisit the aims and intentions of WIL. The 

phenomenon of interest in this study was to investigate how interns learn “the 

practice of work” (Patrick, et al., 2008, p. iv). In a practice-based framework learning 

and doing are ontological inseparable (Fenwick, et al., 2011), so the question became 

‘what do interns do to learn work practices?’ 

 

Work practices are those performed by practitioners or employees, who over time 

demonstrate competent performance. According to Schatzki (2002) a practice 

“always exhibits a set of ends that participants should or may pursue… and a 

selection of tasks they should or may perform” (p. 80). Work practices comprise a 

distinctive (however, do not read ‘stable’) set of ends and goals in their performance: 

to enable organisational competiveness and success, to achieve organisational 

cohesion and sustainability, to work collegiality amongst colleagues, and to be a 

productive employee and practitioner in the field etc. However, when a new actor 

enters the scene, one that is temporary and unpaid, one that hasn’t yet learnt the 

craft/practice, norms, rules, or understandings of the way things are done at this site, 

the practices they perform are not necessarily aligned with those of the organisation.  

 

The way we learn these things is what Schatzki (1996) describes as learning the 

intelligibility and sociality of the practice. That is, “we learn how to act intelligibly 
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through the socialisation that occurs during the performance of everyday practices” 

(Sykes & Dean, 2013, p.184). Others have linked this to the Heideggerian notion of 

appropriateness (Heidegger, 1953; Wrathall, 2005), where  learning takes place by 

performing practices that are regarded as appropriate to norms of correct or incorrect 

practice (Beckett & Hager, 2002; Rouse, 2001). Work practices are performed by 

practitioners or employees, who, over time have competently demonstrated 

appropriateness (Rouse, 2001) and intelligibility (Schatzki, 1996) through their 

performances. Therefore, learning on placement involves intelligible and 

appropriate performances of work practices.  

 

For example, in the finance department, Ben had opportunity to learn accounts 

receivable work practices. To learn these practices, Felix spent time demonstrating 

how things were done (Photograph 20).  

 

 

Photograph 20: Felix performing supervision practices 

 

Supervision practices intersect with work practices, as Felix interprets and breaks 

down the day bags work practice into steps for Ben to follow: 

So you get like, something as, simple as the day bags where I think it’s just one 

job. Do you know what I mean? The day bag is just one job to me. Where, say 

for a new staff member, they look at the day bag and they look at a whole bunch 

of paper and they go, there’s probably like 13 jobs in there that I need to do! 
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Then what I do is take a step back and break it down into all those individual 

steps (IN_F, 18/10/11, pp.10-11). 

To teach Ben a new work practice, Felix suggests his supervision practice goes 

through several stages of scaffolding. First, he begins with a ‘show’ where he 

performs the task himself and Ben observes and writes notes. Next, Ben is put into 

‘hot seat’ to practise himself and Felix becomes the observer who offers advice and 

support. Throughout the process Felix shares some tips and tricks that he has learnt 

from performing the practice over time. Through demonstration and explanation of 

this process, Ben is learning the appropriate ways of performing this work practice.  

  

This is one example of how supervisory practices are prominent in the way an intern 

develops work practices. However, during the placements in this study, I observed 

that at times interns were developing work practices with little or no immediate 

supervision. At these points, the material seemed to play a significant role in 

affording support to learning and practice. Anna, for example, used the policy 

information in the folders above the HR coordinators desk as a reference point when 

putting together contracts. Carrie often used Google to contemplate creative ideas for 

marketing material. The affordance of materials in learning a work practice 

demonstrates materials as ‘constitutively engantagled’ in practice, where materials 

enable certain practices but are also shaped through the enactment of practices 

(Orlikowski, 2007).  

 

For example, the to-do-list on Ben’s placement (Figure 11) was not a stable object. 

Ben used it in certain ways to inform his practice and remind him what to do and 

when. He learned work practices through his engagement with this material artefact. 

It listed tasks in order, including lunch, with timing allocations on the left hand side. 

For Ben, the to-do-list was his guiding source of learning the intelligibility of the 

work practice. 
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Figure 11: Original to-do-list (left) and transformed to-do-list (right) 

 

As Ben completed a task he ticked it off, signalling the relational interaction between 

materiality and performance of the practice. On the days that Felix was around, 

however, I saw Ben check and confirm his tasks with Felix. I saw this as a way Ben 

evaluated the appropriateness of his practice:  

After grabbing a coffee, Ben refers to his to-do-list but hesitates, so he gets 

himself organised by turning on the computer. He has been working on the 

same list for four days and knows what to start with this morning. Felix walks 

into the office. Ben calls out ‘do you want me to start with calling clients or day 

bags?’ Felix replies ‘I think start with the day bags’ (FN, 04/11/11, p.1).  

Although Ben’s placement had settled into a daily routine, he continued to confirm 

what he was doing with his supervisor, to assess his take on the understandings and 

rules of the practice and whether his actions were intelligible.  

 

Ben performing accounts receivable practices, Anna briefly performing a HR 

coordinator practices and Carrie performing marketing practices, are examples of 
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how a work practice is being developed through routines and repetition, socially, and 

intelligibly – through opportunities to practise. Beckett and Hager (2002) claim that: 

 …practi(s)e is the rehearsal of accomplishments… it arises from the fluidity of 

rehearsals and accomplishments which constitute practice across routine and 

contingent situations (p. 192)  

However, an intern may not experience such contingent (dependable) situations 

because time for an intern in the workplace is temporary. For an intern, this means 

limited time to practise and turn routine performances into embodied, knowledgeable 

actions. 

 

In this study, it was found that opportunities to practise were not stable. Several 

times as a practice was becoming routinised in bodily performances, it was paused, 

changed, re-directed, or abandoned. Anna’s opportunity to practise in a HR 

coordinator position for example was opened up and taken away by changes in the 

sociomaterial configuration as employees left and came into the space.  

 

Analysis of the data also suggests that opportunities to practise were limited in a 

provisional time/space that I’ve described as ‘dead time’. Dead time often came 

about in new configurations and was linked to an absence of delegation. If an intern 

had a question or concern or relied on activities to be delegated, the moments 

awaiting that response produced them as passive in the configuration. Dead time 

limited bodily movement; it is a pause on practising.  

 

I observed dead time across Anna, Ben, and Carrie’s placements. In this passive 

time/space, I observed Carrie check the news online or Facebook, Ben chat with me 

or anyone else in the office, and Anna look at her phone or also go on Facebook. 

Dead time is unproductive and could be seen to limit learning, as Carrie explained “I 

remember one afternoon I sat there for a while because I’d done everything…” 

(IN_C, 03/05/12, p.14) 

 

In the last few days of placement, this dead time seemed to be more common. After 

Anna began in the HR coordinator’s role, she lost the chance to practise all she had 

learned, once delegating tasks to work experience students, now Anna became the 
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visiting student that was being delegated to. I could see that Anna wanted to be 

helpful, for example as she sorted through the mail, she whispered: “I need 

something to do” (FN_A, 30/09/11, pp.1). With a set expiry date, these last few days 

of placement created an interested space that reduced Anna’s opportunity to practise: 

I did sort of feel that my last couple of days weren’t as productive as they had 

been when I was, when Eleanor wasn’t there I guess. Yeah like I had nothing to 

do… Yeah. Especially now Eleanor was there I couldn’t do my little jobs that 

occupied time in the past. So I couldn’t sort of respond to emails or, I tried to do 

as much as I could but yeah, I figured it was my last day and they probably 

wouldn’t want to assign me a whole new task from then anyway (IN_A, 

13/10/11, pp.24). 

Ben experienced a similar reduction of opportunity in his final days relating to the 

new experience that had been promised with the GM, Lawrence: 

I was looking forward to that but ok, that didn’t happen because working with 

Lawrence would be the exact thing I would want to do, working in finance… 

Felix just talked about it, because I only had a few days left, so it would take 

time to learn it and then get used to it and then report to Lawrence. Like I didn’t 

mind doing that but there was a few days, so... (IN_B, 17/10/11, pp.88-89) 

Carrie’s final days were perhaps the least productive. Although she ‘helped out’ on a 

few jobs from home, her finals days were not completed. 

 

Anna, Ben, and Carrie never complained about this unproductive time, nor reported 

it in their assessments. In these cases, practice was stalled and the social, contextual, 

and material relations were unproductive of producing informal learning aligned with 

performing work practices. Yet, isn’t this the very nature of the workplace? In the 

1980s, Schön (1983, 1987) referred to this as the “swampy lowland, [where] messy, 

confusing problems defy technical solution” (Schön, 1987, p. 3). What it does show, 

however, is that a linear or staged movement from novice towards expertise (Dreyfus 

& Dreyfus, 2005) is not necessarily demonstrative of what happens in practice, or at 

minimum, a 16 day internship placement.   
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This section has shown how learning on placement involves performing the 

intelligibility and appropriateness of the work practice. It discussed how social, 

contextual, and material relations that are productive of informal learning produce 

opportunities to practise. When these opportunities are stalled, re-directed or taken 

away, practising stops – for example through dead time - and learning work practices 

are limited.  

 

However, in addition to exploring how interns develop work practices, analysis of 

the data also suggests that there are things interns do to work out how to position 

themselves on placement within workplace norms, routines, and changes. This 

finding indicates there are a bundle of placement practices that have to date remain 

overlooked. This bundle of practices emerged through paying attention to interns’ 

actions, bodies, use of tools, spatial arrangements, emotive responses, social 

relations, and sayings in the workplace during the period of internship placement. 

This new bundle of practices unfolds when an intern steps into the workspace and 

starts to do things: observe, listen, take notes, question, adjust their bodies, follow 

someone, imitate, use objects, sit somewhere, eat their food, and make conversation. 

The following section will outline this new bundle of practices, which I’ve described 

as transitioning placement practices.  

 

Transitioning Placement Practices 

When this research commenced, transition as a concept, process or practice was not a 

point of focus. However, analysis of the data has highlighted transition as a useful 

term to describe practices that emerged as students set out to learn on placement. 

There is a wealth of literature on transition that broadly describes transition as some 

sort of boundary crossing (Tuomi-Grohn & Engestrom, 2003). In the higher 

education sector alone this has included transitions from school to university (e.g.,  

Brinkworth et al., 2013) and from university to work (Eraut, et al., 2003), as well as 

concentrations on the first year (e.g., Kift, 2009) or the last year of university (e.g., 

Bailey, van Acker & Fyffe, 2013).  

 

In this study, transitioning placement practices describe the doings and sayings that 

are distinctive to how interns position themselves and are positioned by sociomaterial 
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configurations on placement. In all three cases, interns were found to employ a 

unique group of doings and sayings in order to engage in a temporary transition from 

university to work. They are described as a new bundle of practices as they align 

with Schatzki’s (1996) definition of practice:  

… a temporally and spatially dispersed set of doings and sayings that are linked 

in certain ways. Through: understandings of what to do and say, explicit rules, 

principles, precepts and instructions, and teleoaffective structures of ends, 

projects, tasks, purposes and beliefs, emotions and moods (pp. 89-90). 

Transitioning placement practices emerged from analysis of the data, as ways of 

understanding what to do and say on placement. There is no rule book or instructions 

that talk about how to position your body on placement or unpack the way that 

sociomaterial configurations will position you in various ways. Yet for interns, this 

positioning and the way they respond to being positioned is essential for remaining 

on placement and having opportunities to learn work practices.  

 

Transitioning placement practices are unique to WIL placements for two main 

reasons. First, they comprise a selection of temporary tasks, to move from one place 

to another (physically, geographically, emotionally, mentally, metaphorically), which 

over time and with repetition, help develop professional work practices. Second, the 

ends, purposes, moods, and beliefs of the practices are linked with pursuing ideas 

such as career goals, subject credit points and industry experience.     

 

Analysis of the data suggests that some of these ends and goals in transitioning 

placement practices were revealed in the first reflective assessment task. The range 

of goals expressed related to broader understandings of work and career, for example 

to validate choice of career, to confirm professional abilities, to explore feelings 

about this work, and to be challenged. These ends are saturated with affective 

provisions such as apprehension, excitement, and anticipation.  For example, Anna 

records in her Assessment A: 

I am ready to begin my career as a HR professional and believe sound 

experience in HR practices before doing so would be truly beneficial. My main 
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expectation would revolve around job content and the tasks or projects assigned 

to me during my time with the company (RJA_A, 22/08/11, p.2). 

Similarly, Carrie explores her goals for doing well on placement: 

This internship experience will be my first glance into marketing in ‘the real 

world’ so, as is expected, I feel a little anxious at the challenges before me. 

Whilst at first these feelings are a little discouraging, I am expecting myself to 

push through it and overcome each challenge with a high level of success that 

will ensure me that marketing is a suitable career choice (RJA_C, 22/08/11, 

p.3). 

In this excerpt, Carrie describes feeling anxious yet determined. Feelings which are 

performed along with goals are what Schatzki (1996) calls ‘teleoaffectivity’.  Once 

on placement, Carrie employs a number of transitioning placement practices in the 

workplace, using the work objects, spaces, and people available to her, to carry out 

tasks to meet these goals.  

 

To examine transitioning placement practices, Schatzki’s (1996) dispersed and 

integrative practice-orders are useful. Integrative practices are organised by 

understandings, rules, and teleoaffectivity. Dispersed practices are those that are 

performed in everyday life and take their meaning when grouped together to 

constitute an integrative practice (Schatzki, 1996).  

 

Analysis of the data indicates transitioning placement practices as a bundle of 

dispersed practices that are nested within three key integrative transitioning 

practices:  

Orienting placement practices  

Conforming placement practices  

Adapting placement practices 

In this study, I have found a group of dispersed practices within each integrative 

practice as listed in Table 5. However, it is important to point out that actions take 

their meaning through the practice and relations in which they are enacted (Schatzki, 
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2009). This means that transitioning placement practices are not hierarchal. Nor are 

dispersed practices isolated to the integrative practice allocated in the Table.  

 

This table is useful for naming transitioning practices yet is limited by way of 

representing the way transitioning practices overlap. Transitioning placement 

practices are deeply interconnected and dependent on the effects of the sociomaterial 

configuration. To demonstrate this interconnection, Table 6 over the page illustrates 

how these transitioning practices interrelate and manifest together. In Table 6, 

integrative practices drop away in order to identify the way the dispersed practices 

overlap and intersect. While I was alongside interns, I couldn’t immediately see the 

three forms of transitioning placement practices. It was only over time, through 

reflexivity and analysis of the data, did I begin to see how doings and sayings nested 

within three integrative practices. What do transitioning practices look like on 

placement? After Table 6, I go on to show and explain each of the three transitioning 

practices - orienting, conforming, and adapting practices. 

Table 5: Transitioning placement practices 

 Integrative practices 

 

Orienting practices Conforming practices Adapting practices 

D
is

pe
rs

ed
 p

ra
ct

ic
es

 

Observing 

Note-taking 

Questioning, checking 
and confirming 

Self-regulating mistakes  

Following instruction 

Demonstrating the rules 
of the practice  

Listening for feedback 

Working independently  

Using organisational 
artefacts  

 

Fitting in  

Being appreciative  

Showing respect  

Building collegial 
relationships 

Managing emotions and 
expectations  

Doing your best in the 
given situation  

Embodying the look and 
sound of the organisation  

Understanding the bigger 
picture  

 

Improvising in 
uncertainty 

Occupying dead time 

Working with 
distractions 

Working unaccompanied 

Making judgements   

Being flexible and 
prioritising 

Adapting to significant 
change 
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Table 6: Interconnectedness of transitioning practices: Examples 

Example  Description  Transitioning practices 

Learning a 
new task 

Ben describes feeling anxious when asked 
to fax information to clients by himself for 
the first time. This being a new task, his 
supervisor, Felix, has given him some 
instructions on how to complete this task 
before leaving the office, “so that 
alleviated the feeling a bit”  

Following instruction; 
Working with uncertainty; 
Managing emotions and 
expectations 

Reflecting on 
workplace 
mutability  

Eleanor, Anna’s supervisor, reflects that 
internships are fraught with changing 
circumstances, suggesting that Anna learns 
to “go with the flow” and that she should 
be “taking it as it comes”. Elsewhere Anna 
says “things changed constantly”  

Fitting in; Adapting to 
significant change; Being 
flexible and prioritising 

Recognising/ 
respecting the 
busyness of 
supervisors 

Carrie recognises that she doesn’t always 
have the time she needs from Greg, her 
supervisor, who is busy ‘running the 
business’. She says “I did need more time, 
but sometimes there were days where he 
was busy with someone else and I wanted 
or needed something else to do. So I 
remember one afternoon I sat there for a 
while because I’d done everything”  

Working in supervisor’s 
absence; Working with 
uncertainty; Occupying dead 
time 

Creating 
instructive 
material for 
supervision 

Felix uses a to-do-list to instruct Ben on 
his daily tasks. Felix says “What I sort of 
wanted to do was set tasks for him, 
achievable tasks to complete. And then, 
um, it was like a schedule for us to go 
through throughout the day and then once 
he completed it he’d tick it off and say 
‘yes’ you know I’ve completed an actual, a 
task”   

Following instruction; Self-
regulating mistakes; 
Checking and confirming; 
Working independently 

The last day of 
placement 

In the last few days of internship, Anna is 
given ‘smaller’ administrative tasks to 
complete. Anna accepting each new task, 
reflects “I kept saying ‘Oh, I’d love to do 
that’” and showed willingness to learn   

Following instruction; 
Showing respect; Being 
appreciative; Being flexible 
and prioritising; Managing 
emotions and expectations 
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Orienting practices 

The first of three transitioning placement practices is named orienting practices to 

refer to how interns orient their body, mind, and actions towards initially learning the 

work practice. The types of doings and sayings employed included observing, note-

taking, self-regulating mistakes, checking and confirming activities, and following 

instruction. I watched as interns were learning to monitor, move their bodies, and 

self-assess their practices to learn the work.  

 

For example, Ben’s account receivable transitioning placement practice including 

double-checking the day bag figures (Photograph 21). He first checked them by 

lining the receipts up in front of him and using the calculator to add up totals, and he 

checked them a second time after entering the totals into an excel sheet on his 

computer. On day 9, when Ben found an error on the screen, he highlighted it in red 

and investigated the mistake, saying afterwards “Oh there it is. I entered the AMEX 

amount as a VISA. That’s why double checking is so important” (FN_B, 26/09/11, 

p.7). 

 

 

Photograph 21: Ben orienting himself with daily tasks 
 

Orienting practices are consistent with Eraut’s (2008a, 2008b) ‘learning actions’ in 

his typology of learning on placement. The learning actions he discovered included 

asking questions, getting information, locating resource people, negotiating access, 
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listening and observing, reflecting, learning from mistakes, giving and receiving 

feedback, and use of mediating artefacts. 

 

But given that we know Eraut’s (2008a, 2008b) model was not derived from 

empirical data in WIL, but instead newcomers to work, it is interesting to see that 

this orienting practice aligns with Eraut’s work. Perhaps then these ‘learning actions’ 

or what I’ve called orienting practices, could be considered as more universal 

transitioning practices. What is interesting, is that by limiting his data to employees 

in their first year of practice, Eraut (2008a, 2008b) has essentially overlooked the 

socio-political and material objects, relations, and structures that affect what interns 

do on placement.  

 

The additional two transitioning practices – conforming and adapting practices – 

extend the current literature by explicating practices unique to understanding 

learning on WIL placements. These transitioning practices are entangled within 

specific relations of positionality, structure, work, agency, sociality, materiality, and 

change (Fenwick, 2013) that configure and re-configure enactments on placement. 

Within these arrangements, practices are sustained or abandoned depending on who 

is there, what needs to get done, what tools are available, what time (day, season, 

year) it is, what practices have prefigured it, and practices that will come. They are 

shaped by the changing configuration of the assemblage (Fenwick, et al., 2011). 

  

Conforming practices 

Analysis of the data suggests a second transitioning practice that I’ve named 

conforming practices. I became aware of this practice as I watched interns try and 

fit into the sociomaterial assemblage. This transitioning practice clusters around 

doings and sayings that could be described as respectful, considerate, dutiful, and 

acquiescent. In what I saw and heard, interns went to great efforts to conform in 

various ways: to fit in, show their appreciation and respect, to build relationships, 

manage emotions, do their best in the given situation, embody the look and sound of 

the organisation, and gain an understanding of the bigger (organisational) picture 

(ends and goals).   
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This practice became clear in the data in several ways. For example, conforming 

practices were quite prevalent in how Anna, Ben, and Carrie spoke about the way 

they ‘just did things’. Anna talked about ‘just doing it’ in her last few days of 

placement when she was no longer in the HR coordinator role, explaining in her 

interview: 

Anna  Um, I guess cause I wasn’t in the position of having... I don’t 

know. I kind of felt like as a student going into an 

organisation you just do what you’re told, their helping you 

out so you get tasks and you just do them. And I would want 

to undermine Julie in anyway by saying ‘no that’s not 

relevant at all’… So, I don’t know, I guess I just did what I 

could... But, I don’t know I guess I just had to do it. 

Bonnie  You just had to do it, you just got to roll with it. And what did 

you learn from that, from having Eleanor turn up and Julie 

there as well?  

Anna  Um [pause] I don’t know, not really I guess, I just sort of 

went along with it yeah. It happened pretty late on in my 

internship as well so I just sort of figured I’ve only got a 

couple of, you know scheduled days left so I, just, they’re the 

official employees (IN_A, 13/10/11, pp.17-18). 

 

Although Anna had lost the opportunity to practise activities assigned to the HR 

coordinator role, her body remains in space as instructed by the 16 day placement 

rules of the internship program. With this loss of responsibility also comes a loss of 

agency as the assemblage positions her in a different way. Anna was left to enquire 

about where and how she fit and what she would do.  

 

Carrie performed conforming practices when she enacted practices of respect and 

gratitude for the work. For Carrie, showing respect came through as she positioned 

herself away from core business and instead tried to minimise her space and impact. 

She said: “I’m sort of thankful for them having me… I didn’t want to impose on his 

business and disturb him” (IN_C, 03/05/12, p.10). Being in the space with Carrie, I 

watched how she positioned her body and other materials in use to take up minimal 

space and even speak very little during the times she was working.  
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Over time I tried to understand and describe peculiar transitioning practices that 

related to the way interns accepted a range of tasks with excessive gratitude. To me 

this over-the-top, ‘thankfulness’ for seemingly mundane tasks was beyond deserving 

of what was offered or delegated. I came up with the term obsequious to describe 

those performances that combined compliance, reverence, and gratitude. For 

example, on day 14 of Anna’s placement, my notes describe this obsequious 

transitioning practice in action:   

Mia asks Julie (PA to the GM) to delegate some tasks to Anna. As Mia leaves 

Julie asks Anna if she would open the mail – to my surprise Anna accepts this 

job with gratitude “Sure thing! No problem” she says (FN_A, 27/09/11, pp.4). 

Ben demonstrated conforming practices such as fitting in, appreciation and building 

relationships, and at times also obsequiousness. In his first few days in the stores for 

example, although he experienced a range of emotions, he continued to show that he 

was doing his best by positioning himself within the wider organisational context of 

helping out to achieve a greater goal. Despite feeling emotional and bodily 

discomfort, Ben justified being in the stores in an attempt to conform to the work and 

organisation:  

My back literally hurts today, and after loading and unloading those boxes the 

whole day, I don’t need the gym – my body’s sore. The purpose of starting there 

was to provide insight into the purchasing department and learn about stocks, 

but the labour was unnecessary. Nevertheless, I just put on a smile and got 

through the day (eL_B, 09/08/11, pp.1-2). 

Unfortunately after several days of ‘putting on a smile’ and conforming to direct 

instructions, Ben was unsettled by the lack alignment of the work with what he 

wanted to learn: “I was honestly so damn embarrassed to be working today... I do not 

see how knowing where the damn lettuce or gnocchi goes in the fridge will benefit 

me in any way possible…” (eL_B, 17/08/11, p.3). The assemblage had positioned 

Ben to work in a way that misaligned with his teleological reasons for pursuing an 

internship.  

 

Although it is clear that Ben had spent too long in the stores, what was interesting 

was how Ben’s supervisor and the internship director interpreted the experience as 
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commensurate with being an intern. Felix for example, made the comment “You 

gotta know what the beans are before you start counting them…” (IN_F, 18/10/11, 

p.20) and justified time in the stores as useful exposure to the hotel’s people, places 

processes and practices. Helen, along a similar line yet speaking more to the power 

dimensions at play, also interpreted Ben reactions: 

And I think his reaction is the reaction of someone who hasn’t had to problem 

solve and hasn’t been in a powerless situation. It’s someone who’s always been 

in a more powerful situation… So although he was like ‘I probably shouldn’t be 

doing this’ he still bowed down and did it…So I think it was an actual intern 

thing (IN_H, 01/12/11, p.6). 

What Helen is attempting to describe here is what I have named conforming 

practices. The difference, however, is how this experienced is framed. Although Ben 

may have wanted to speak up earlier, at the risk of not satisfying internship 

requirements, gaining credit points, not qualifying for graduation, disappointing or 

losing face inside the organisation, not becoming the professional he hopes to be, 

Ben simply did the best he could to ‘keep a straight face’ and yes, even ‘bow down 

and do it’.  

 

Despite others reporting placements don’t always go smoothly (Bates, 2004; 

Waryszak, 2000), this finding has highlighted that there are a bundle of doings and 

sayings that interns perform in order to learn how to be on placement by conforming 

to social, organisational, and institutional pressures, instructions, and powers. These 

conforming practices were not the exception - but the ‘rule’ (in the sense that there 

are understandings, rules, and teleoaffective structures of placement practices).  

 

To my knowledge, these conforming, obsequious behaviours are missing in the 

literature. This could be because the interns who report their learning, the supervisors 

who observe them or the academics that theorise learning – simply have not 

recognised them as significant practices of learning, albeit infusing so much of what 

interns do, how they are positioned, and what they learn on placement.  
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Adapting practices 

Whereas work practices are commonly understood as emergent, unstable, and 

responsive, for interns as often ‘unpaid staff’ this instability can be more extreme and 

can occur more frequently. In order to continue with the internship, interns must 

learn to adjust to new configurations. Therefore, analysis of the data suggests a third 

transitioning practice that I’ve named adapting practices. Studies in WIL have 

pointed out that adapting is an important soft skill that interns learn on placement 

that contributes to their employability (Bennett, et al., 2000; Knight & Yorke, 2002, 

2004; Moreland, 2005). In this study, however, adapting is not a ‘skill’ (something 

you have) but a ‘practice’ (something performed; comprising understandings, rules, 

and teleoaffective structures) to describe the doings and sayings that are 

accommodating of workplace changes, including where to sit, who to report to, what 

tasks to do, and what to wear. As dispersed practices these included improvising in 

uncertainty, being flexible, and prioritising, making judgements, working with 

distractions, and occupying dead time.  

 

Anna, Ben, and Carrie performed adapting practices at various times as the 

sociomaterial assemblage, and changes or shifts within that assemblage, forced them 

to change and respond. In Carrie’s case for example, she needed to adapt to Local 

Sport’s clubs working hours and peak seasons, by working from home or not 

working at all. Carrie explained that working from home was also driven by her 

feelings of inadequacy in the workplace: “I would feel bad and then go home and get 

it done. I’d stay up working on it” (IN_C, 03/05/12, p.8). Carrie struggled with 

orienting herself to fit within this workplace assemblage that comprised one full-time 

employee and changes in work depending on the time of year. Working from home is 

an example where orienting, conforming, and adapting practices overlapped.  

 

Anna enacted adapting practices as affordances in the configuration allowed and 

prevented certain actions to be performed. In the HR coordinator role and inducting 

new work experience students, Anna enacted adapting doings and sayings such as 

making judgements and improvising in uncertainty to successfully complete the 

induction. For example, during one induction Anna noticed that a student was 
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wearing an incorrect uniform so she adapted to the situation to organise a more 

suitable shirt.  

 

Analysis of the data also suggests that supervisors feel adapting practices are 

essential to learning. This is demonstrated through Greg’s sporting analogy: 

It happens in the real world, that your boss is going to turn around and say ‘you 

know that project you’ve been working on for the last three months, not yours 

anymore… it’s how you deal with unstructured play that keeps you in the game 

longer (IN_G, 03/05/2012, p.20). 

What Greg calls ‘unstructured play’ resonates with adapting practices by pointing to 

how an intern responds to unanticipated events. He also uses other interesting 

metaphors to describe the range of work one performs in the workplace such as ‘You 

gotta get your hands dirty’, ‘It’s not all beer and skittles…’ and ‘You know what, 

someone’s got to do the dark, nasty stuff. And she did some nasty stuff… (IN_G, 

03/05/2012, pp.15-20).  

 

This third transitioning practice, while purported as an important (soft or generic 

employability) skill for WIL (Bennett, et al., 2000; Knight & Yorke, 2002, 2004; 

Moreland, 2005), is different here in two main ways. First, adaptation was essential 

to fitting in with the organisation, but not because the intern ‘was’ adaptable but 

because the sociomaterial assemblages produced interns in different ways throughout 

their placement, so that adapting practices were essential to ongoing learning.  

 

Second, adapting practices were enacted at various times throughout placements. 

They were enacted during periods that interns felt confident and could start to make 

judgements and improvement to the work practice. They were also enacted when 

tasks were taken away or had not yet been delegated, for instance, when interns were 

left to occupy dead time or improvise in uncertainty. These findings align closely 

with sociomaterial studies of professional learning that emphasise the importance of 

adapting in non-routine conditions (Fenwick, 2014; Mulcahy, 2012; Slade, 2012), 

where learning occurs as improvisation within unplanned, uncertain, and 

indeterminate situations. 
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Taken altogether, the significance of transitioning placement practices as a finding in 

this study is supported by similar findings in the literature. For example, Eraut’s 

(2008b) learning actions resemble orienting practices and studies in professional 

learning (Fenwick, 2014; Mulcahy, 2012; Slade, 2012) and WIL (Bennett, et al., 

2000; Knight & Yorke, 2002, 2004; Moreland, 2005) correlate with adapting 

practices. However, transitioning placement practices are unique to WIL in several 

ways.  

 

First, as students enrolled in a higher education degree, interns are only temporary 

residents in the workplace. Once they have completed their 16 days, they return to 

student practices at the university to complete their studies before transitioning into 

the workplace more permanently. Second, as students of a subject that bears credit 

points, interns engage in university assessment practices and are responsible for 

reporting to the university in order to satisfy the requirements for passing the subject. 

Third, interns act as representatives of the university while in the workplace. They 

are told this by WIL educators who are also maintaining a relationship with the 

workplace and the university’s public image. Interns are thereby straddling both 

university and workplace rules and supervision practices. So, what does this mean 

for the way learning is understood in WIL?  

  

In this section, three transitioning placement practices have been identified and 

explained. Given these findings, the following section revisits an initial discussion in 

Chapter 1 that problematised traditional conceptions of learning in WIL as 

synonymous with assessments.  

 

Re-working assessments in WIL 

Over more than a decade, educators in WIL have grappled with issues of assessment. 

Many of these issues deal with a core lack of understanding of learning on 

placement. For example over ten years ago, the unknowns of learning in the 

workplace were being discussed by Eames (2003) who claimed “it is important to 

educators that learning through work experience is understood so that it can be 

appropriately assessed” (p. 23). The inquiry into assessing learning on placement 

continues with recent comments by Richardson and colleagues (2013) that “one of 
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the main reasons for inadequate assessment in the workplace is the lack of 

understanding of the nature of learning in the WIL environment - what is being learnt 

and how” (p. 28).  

 

The WIL literature gives us some idea of what learning looks like on placement. 

Eraut (2008b) describes eight areas of informal learning: academic knowledge and 

skills; task performance; role performance; decision making and problem solving; 

awareness and understanding; personal development; teamwork; and, judgement. 

Employability models (see Bennett, et al., 2000; Knight & Yorke, 2002, 2004; 

Moreland, 2005) espousing generic or work-related skills, claim learning in similar 

areas; metacognition, personal growth, workplace awareness, discipline skills, 

communication skills, networking, and interpersonal skills. 

 

By examining what Anna, Ben, and Carrie did on placement, we can see some merit 

in these models of learning. Indeed, if we look at the final reflective assessment 

journal part B18, Anna, Ben, and Carrie report learning in quite similar areas. Anna 

described learning about: recruitment, HR, and other administrative work; social and 

networking skills; organisational culture; employability skills; and, the connection 

between theory and practice. Ben reported learning about: time management; multi-

tasking; self-motivation; teamwork; independence and flexibility; building rapport 

with colleagues; and, cultural differences between Dubai and Australian workplaces. 

Carrie wrote that she learnt about: website skills; independence and other generic 

skills; an awareness of her limitations; her desire to work in the sporting industry; 

and, areas of personal development such as growth in confidence.  

 

However, in contrast to earlier work, this study has shown that there are several gaps 

in both the literature and in what interns describe as learning on placement. This 

could be for several reasons. One key reason might relate to the representational 

mode of assessing learning that separates learning from practice in order to evaluate, 

judge, and make comment. Many traditional assessment approaches are underpinned 

by assumptions inherent in the standard paradigm of learning, that espouse 

articulable, mental statements of learning as representative of where learning 

                                                 
18 CIP Reflective Learning Assessment: Part B “Reflecting on theory in practice”, see Appendix D 
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happens (Beckett & Hager, 2002). While reflection-on-action and cognitive 

processes are critical to much learning, it is not the only, nor ‘best’, depiction of 

learning overall (Fenwick, 2009a).  

 

A second reason might relate to the materiality of the assessment itself. The wording 

and structure of questions, suggested academic readings, technology to support 

submission, and marking rubric, shape not just the cognitive reflective process, but 

also direct interns’ focus to reportable areas of learning, thus, placing boundaries on 

what is, and isn’t acceptable learning to articulate (Fenwick, 2009a). This can be 

problematic. If analysis of learning were to stop at this level, we could confirm that 

students are practising relevant activities and achieve the type of learning that meets 

the expectations for assessment. Yet, as this study has brought to our attention, 

interns were doing things on placement and learning through practices that are more 

complex than is coherently represented in post-placement assessment practices.  

 

Inattention to the complexities of practice through assessment has overlooked how 

much of what is learnt and practised is necessarily messy (Law, 2004). It hasn’t been 

shaped to fit tidy technical tools that suit an evaluator’s needs nor a representational 

epistemology (Fenwick, 2009a). What appear to be missing in the assessment 

practices of interns in CIP are descriptions of:  

• mundane, everyday work practices 

• complexities faced especially in times of major sociomaterial change 

• in-the-moment confusion or anxieties 

• bodily and affective responses  

When this research was initially conceived seven years ago, besides the few calls for 

greater understanding of assessment and informal learning (Boud, 1999, 2009; 

Eames, 2003), there was very little that sought to unpack these issues. Over time, 

however, assessment as a critical part of learning on placement has been taken up. 

The prevalence and currency of this area, signifying the importance of these findings, 

are now experiencing greater uptake and discussion.  
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For example, in the final stages of writing up this thesis, I came across a special issue 

published in mid-2014 in the Asia-Pacific Journal of Cooperative Education titled 

‘Critical assessment issues in work-integrated learning’. The articles and editors in 

this issue advocate for a revision of WIL assessment to take into account the 

complexity of informal workplace learning. Summarising the special issue 

publication, Fern and Zegwaard (2014) highlight this as an exploration of “the 

inherent complexities of measuring outcomes in the microcosm of cultural, 

professional, and social influences present in a WIL learning environment” in 

response to “the conundrum of applying standardized grading systems when the 

learning has an intrinsically personalized component” (p.180).  

 

The study presented in this thesis offers an empirical starting place for arguments 

made in the special issue by Hodges, Eames, and Coll (2014) and Higgs (2014). In 

an overview of theoretical perspectives that align to WIL pedagogy, Hodges, Eames, 

and Coll (2014) critique traditional higher education practices that limit 

heterogeneity and unintended learning outcomes for assessing learning in WIL. Their 

theoretical touch points replicate selections I have made in Chapter 2, including the 

proposition for a reconceptualization of assessment away from evaluating the generic 

application of knowledge. Consistent with the perspectives raised in this study, their 

perceptions are that:  

…performance and learning in the workplace are influenced by unpredictable, 

authentic, and situated activities that demand different approaches to 

assessment. The learning is more informal and culturally-determined. It is 

subject to the guidance provided in the workplace, which may be of a variable 

educative nature, meaning that quality of learning support is a factor in student 

learning (Hodges, et al., 2014, p. 204). 

While Hodges, Eames, and Coll (2014) take a sociocultural and communities of 

practice perspective, overlooking the importance of other sociomaterial dimensions, 

their conclusions on the significance of learning on placement align with positions 

taken in this thesis. They state, “(g)iven that cooperative education contributes to 

students’ preparation for employment upon graduation, the learning that occurs on-

site during their work placement is of crucial importance” (Hodges, et al., 2014, p. 

202). 
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Also examining the complexity of WIL assessments, Higgs (2014) discusses the 

challenge of measuring the ‘immeasurables of practice’. She asserts that assessment 

practices need reconceptualising to accommodate the overlooked, unobservable, and 

individualised components of practice: 

In the midst of learning and being assessed on core learning outcomes, the 

invisibles of practice are typically put aside as being: ‘too difficult (to learn and 

assess)’, ‘too early’ (and, thus, left to post-graduation learning) and ‘up to the 

student – or graduate’ (rather than being the educator’s or institution’s 

responsibility). These are deficient motivations and strategies. In the interests of 

all the stakeholders – including students, current and future clients, educators, 

universities, employers, and accreditation authorities – we need students to 

learn about, and be assessed and receive feedback on, their performance of and 

engagement with the invisibles of practice (Higgs, 2014, p. 265).  

Addressing the invisibles of practice, Higgs (2014) proposes that a communicative 

and reflexive space is necessary for those involved with mentoring, supporting or 

guiding novices.  

 

To make visible the complex factors of informal learning Hodges, Eames, and Coll 

(2014) suggest a balanced assessment approach that enables reflection of highly 

variable experiences while maintaining quality assurance structures of the university.  

For Higgs (2014), the implications for assessment are to find ways to unpack the 

deep aspects of practice and find creative methods to move beyond the limitations of 

basic assessment tools. To this end, Higgs (2014) suggests greater use of the 

following strategies: 

• Multiple, non-judgemental points of assessment to allow for students to 

express what they do/don’t know or show what they can/can’t do 

• A mix of assessment purposes, e.g., to report on skills, to unpack 

understandings, to express commitment, and to reflect on understandings 

• Multiple sources of assessment including self, peers, and workplace 

supervisors   

• Use of formative feedback to build up to summative assessment 
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Closely aligned with the strategies suggested above, I turn now to consider the 

findings of my study in light of this recent WIL literature, to make recommendations 

for re-working CIP assessments.  

 

Recommendations for revising CIP assessment 

In this section, several recommendations for revising CIP assessment are offered.  

These recommendations include formative and summative processes, in a move 

away from purely written forms of representation, towards a combination of methods 

that include a balance of reflection-on-action and a focus on performed learning 

practices.  

 

First, prior to placement in CIP in reflective journal part A, interns were asked to 

speculate on their expectations for learning on placement. This assessment practice 

invites early reflection and is useful for practising reflective techniques, however, as 

the first assessment it also constructs a particular approach for learning and 

knowledge. Is there be a better way of re-structuring Assessment A that encapsulates 

Eleanor’s phrase ‘expect the unexpected’? Need it be a summative assessment or 

written in words?   

 

The purpose of this first assessment task would be better framed as preparation for 

the complexities of work. It could unpack what learning means in various 

workplaces, invite students to contemplate their personal internship and career goals, 

and manage these expectations through positioning the internship as a period of 

transition. With this in mind, this first assessment could be re-worked into small 

group discussions and activities around: 

• Unpacking the pedagogies underpinning formal and informal learning:  

o What is learning in HE and how is learning through work different?  

(Differences between traditional university assessments and lifelong 

learning through work)  

o What will I be assessed on in CIP and is that the same as my peers? 

(Heterogeneity of experiences)  

o Is learning through work the same as learning through assessment?  

(Representation vs. performative approaches to learning)  
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• Highlighting the complexities of work: 

o Will I be doing the same thing or lots of different things? (Transition 

into learning work practices, discuss opportunities to practise, that 

each placement will be different) 

o How will I know if I’m doing ok? (Self-assessment and reflection-in-

action/ encouraged to speak up if there is a misalignment between 

tasks and discipline area) 

o How can others on placement help me? (Encourage workplace 

conversations around norms and evaluating appropriateness of 

performances) 
 

•  Positioning CIP as a transition:  

o What does it mean to be an intern? (Unpacking & sharing common 

feelings & emotions/ goals and expectations) 

o What will I be doing on placement? (In addition to learning work 

practices you might also be figuring out where you fit in, how to 

respond, how to use objects and what is appropriate in this space) 

o What does transition mean? (Demystifying the self-regulated learner, 

transition as a bundle of practices – things you do and say – to learn 

on placement) 

This discussion would: celebrate heterogeneity rather than model uniform learning 

experiences; clarify the ways in which CIP assessment differs from traditional 

university assessments; and, offer opportunity to begin reflective, formative 

processes of learning amongst others. Instead of only written representations, these 

discussions might include a brainstorming session or a collection of images, songs or 

articles brought to the class to create a montage of workplace learning.    

 

Second, the reflection-on-action process of CIP assessments is helpful. ELogs for 

example, being temporally closer to the action are useful for unpacking some of the 

day-to-day accounts of what interns are practising. This assessment could be opened-

up to include evidence (copies of documents, oral accounts with video or 

photographs with permission) of practice to track developments over time. To 

address some of the isolation experienced on placement, it could also be well 
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supported through connecting interns to one another during placement through a safe 

virtual social space, monitored by CIP tutors, where interns are invited to converse, 

ask questions and connect with one another.  

 

The final assessment is a useful reflective cognitive process to contemplate new 

knowledge and consider future possibilities. Understanding the purposes and 

boundaries of the assessment is important, as there were still things (practices, 

sayings, responses, changes, emotions) I was picking up on in my observations, 

conversations, and interviews, which were not being fully recognised or written into 

the daily or final journals. Unpacking the purpose of the assessments and 

incorporating an evidence-based approach or including other representations of 

practice (digital story, movie, song, poem, poster), could help interns draw out what 

they were doing without needing to articulate the ‘immeasurable’ (Higgs, 2014). This 

could also help create a better awareness of the sociomaterial assemblage and how 

the organisational structures, materials, and people shaped learning. If making this 

move, however, CIP coordinators may want to re-think the role and purpose of the 

marking rubric.  

 

Third, formative assessment may take shape as conversations between supervisors 

and other colleagues on placement, those who directly observe interns’ practice when 

performed. This recommendation follows Sykes and Dean’s (2013) advice, who 

suggest a non-assessable, developmental activity that engages the supervisor more 

directly in observations of interns’ practice. This activity is not designed to be a 

checklist of skills attainment, nor a compulsory university-driven assignment, but 

instead a learning-centric activity, which should take place over time. Sykes and 

Dean (2013) propose four prompting questions that draw on Schatzki’s (1996) 

definition of practices: To what extent [do you/does the student] demonstrate 

understandings of the workplace practice? How [do you/does the student] perform 

practice norms and rules of the organisation? Comment on [your/the student’s] 

feelings towards [your/his or her] commitment to the practice and placement. In 

which ways can I improve my workplace practice? 
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In light of the findings of an unproductive time/space in this study, workplace 

supervisors should be encouraged to consider the impact of ‘dead time’. It would be 

beneficial for the supervisor to implement strategies to minimise dead time and to 

enable the intern to continue practising in their absence.  

 

Fourth, as currently in place in CIP, at the conclusion of placements it would be 

worthwhile to draw students together for a discussion and debrief on their 

experiences. I might suggest, however, that caution be taken not to compare 

placements or represent any one placement as better than another. Instead, this final 

discussion might include a space for conversations around: 

• Workplace learning, professional learning and lifelong learning: 

o How did you learn on placement? What did you use and how did this 

shape how you learnt a work practice? Who was (or wasn’t) in the 

space? 

o  What did you learn about yourself in the workplace? 

o What would informal workplace learning look like for you as a 

professional in your area? Why is workplace learning important?  
 

• Reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action: 

o When on placement, in what ways did you reflect-in-action (to 

improve, adapt, respond, conform or change)? How did it come about 

and how did you respond?  

o When did you find yourself performing reflection-on-action? What 

did this process do to help your practice?  

o How might you enact reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action in 

the future? 

In this section I have offered recommendations for re-working CIP assessment. 

These are by no means an exhaustive set of recommendations and could be used 

alongside other WIL assessment strategies and practices, however, they are central to 

the findings in this study. Broadly, these suggestions have implications for other 

WIL assessments and programs. In light of recently published work, and the findings 

and arguments made, navigating assessment issues is a critical area for WIL 

educators that begin with a better understanding of learning on placement.   



|199 
 

It seems, however, that these issues may not be going away any time soon: 

Assessment has long been a contentious and challenging topic, especially so in 

WIL, and will likely remain so for some time yet. External forces are mandating 

a reshaping of all aspects of education, and with advancement of technology, 

opportunities for new assessment methods and approaches have emerged. With 

heightened accountability measures, increased stakeholder demand for evidence 

of graduate capabilities, and student feedback emphasizing the value of 

authentic and relevant learning experiences, higher education institutions need 

to rethink traditional assessment paradigms (Ferns & Zegwaard, 2014, p. 186).  

The findings of this study are critical to the claims in articles cited here and to their 

calls for greater awareness of informal learning and assessment in WIL. This study is 

among the first that offers empirical evidence into the complexity in WIL as well as 

grounds for acknowledging the sociomaterial assemblage – not just the individual 

and their social interactions – in the production (or restriction or subversion) of 

learning on placement.  

 

Conclusion  

This chapter has discussed together the literature, theoretical framework, data, and 

findings in the study. It has offered ways in which this study introduces new ideas of 

learning on placement and ways in which previous theories have been abandoned, 

adapted or extended. The following chapter will conclude the thesis by drawing all 

the threads of argument together to summarise the thesis, offer contributions of the 

study, and suggest further research directions.   
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CHAPTER 6: WORK RE-INTEGRATED LEARNING  

A group of trumpeters at music school practising the brass section of a Bruckner 

symphony can rehearse repetitively to achieve technical excellence on their 

instruments – the right notes, the preferred breathing techniques or following 

the composer’s markings for note duration or volume. However, it is not until 

those trumpeters play that Bruckner symphony in an orchestral performance 

with the rest of the orchestra that a practitioner really understands how to adapt 

individual action to produce the needed unity of sounds suitable for that 

orchestra’s chosen interpretative style of Bruckner, that size of orchestra or to 

suit the acoustics of that particular venue (Johnsson & Hager, 2008, p. 533). 

This chapter concludes the thesis by synthesizing the literature, theoretical approach, 

methodology, and findings, to demonstrate the contributions and importance of this 

research. As Johnsson and Hager (2008) point out in the excerpt above, this research 

has similarly highlighted that while practising is imperative to learning, so too are the 

people, things, sounds, emotions, materials, and instruments that configure the way a 

performance unfolds. The way a novice positions themselves in this sociomaterial 

assemblage and how the assemblage positions them, forms part of how they learn 

professional work practices.     

 

This thesis has questioned and challenged the standard paradigm of learning, where 

learning and practice are separate functions, as the most useful approach for 

understanding learning on placement. Instead, I have argued for greater 

inseparability, where learning and practice are reciprocally constituted (Orlikowski, 

2010) to re-integrate learning and practice. 

 

To conclude the thesis, this final chapter is structured as follows: first, summaries 

and implications are presented; second, the contributions of the research are drawn, 

including both theoretical and practical significance; and third, limitations and future 

research delineated.  
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Thesis summary and implications 

In the last decade, Australia has taken steps to ready the next generation of 

professionals to compete at an international level (Bradley, et al., 2008; Cleary, et al., 

2007). The emergence of WIL networks, programs, and research, demonstrates this 

move as one toward preparing work- or career-ready graduates.  

 

However, before making claims as to whether interns in WIL programs are work-

ready, concerns have been raised around the adequacy of assessing learning in ways 

that reflect the complexity of learning in the workplace. In this thesis, I join others 

(Boud, 1999, 2009; Eames, 2003; Ferns & Zegwaard, 2014; Higgs, 2014; Hodges, et 

al., 2014; Richardson, et al., 2013) who argue that in order to tackle these assessment 

concerns, we must first better understand learning on placement. 

 

Two research questions were offered: What do interns do to learn work practices? 

What are the social, contextual, and material relations that are productive of informal 

learning on placement? These questions were grounded in a theoretical framework 

that espoused an inseparability of learning, knowing, and practice (Johnsson & Boud, 

2010; Nicolini, 2011). The study was further positioned by a theoretical framework 

that combined theories of practice and sociomateriality that de-centre individualist 

and excessive social perspectives of learning, by attuning to practices and the 

relations between people, things, technologies, objects etc.  

 

An ethnographic methodology was employed that enabled me to go to the source 

where “we commonly don’t explain why we do what we do” (Pader, 2006, p. 174).  

It allowed me to observe practices first-hand (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011), the 

stability and change in sociomaterial assemblages, and the way learning was 

performed and shaped. By selecting three cases, my research benefited from the 

value of small ‘n’ studies through detailed explorations and refinement of ideas and 

concepts (Alvesson, 1996, p. 473; Dawson, 1997; Tsoukas, 2009).  

 

The findings offered empirical evidence to argue for an emerging, materially-

significant and entangled conception of learning on placement. Moving away from 

the standard paradigm of learning by extending Becket and Hager’s (2002) emerging 
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paradigm of learning was discussed as a useful approach to take into account both 

informal and formal learning structures but also to focus on materiality and the role 

materials play in shaping learning. Analysis of the data demonstrated how interns 

learn through intelligible and appropriate performances of work practices and 

highlighted ways the social, contextual, and material factors produced, hindered or 

shifted learning. The findings suggested a new intermediary bundle of transitioning 

placement practices that are distinctive to the way interns learn on placement. These 

transitioning practices take their shape within sociomaterial assemblages, where, 

through learning work practices, interns must learn to orientate, conform, and adapt 

to new configurations of people, things, spaces, tools, bodies, and technologies.  

 

These findings suggested that in current conceptions and conversations around 

learning, particularly in relation to assessment, much of what is missing relates to 

seeing and celebrating the messiness of workplace configurations. Missing are 

descriptions of complexity, change, mundane practices, materiality, confusion, and 

bodily and affective responses. From this mess, learning emerges and takes shape. In 

light of the findings, recommendations for re-working CIP assessments were offered. 

In what follows, several implications of this research are explored more broadly for 

stakeholders of WIL.  

 

What does this mean for WIL? Implications of findings 

The findings have three key implications for understanding learning in WIL. First, 

this study highlights that caution must be taken not to design assessment tasks that 

focus only on the application and transference of knowledge across work and 

university spaces. The pedagogical implications of designing assessments this way 

may reflect the limitations of the standard paradigm of learning, where learning is 

transparent, something we hold in our minds that is easily transferred across 

contexts, and a cognitive function with little regard to embodied performances 

(Beckett & Hager, 2002; SØrensen, 2009). Such assessments might fail to recognise 

the more complex, invisible, and informal aspects of practice (Higgs, 2014).  

  

Second, learning needn’t be synonymous with assessment nor is it more productive if 

captured through assessment structures. Learning on placement is a transition into 
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the type of learning that professionals encounter in their day-to-day work practices. 

Professionals don’t receive a grade for their work, they’re not benchmarked against a 

rubric of standards and learning outcomes, nor do they require written reflective 

statements for the learning to be recognised. However, WIL programs and subjects 

do require as part of higher education policy and practice, forms of assessment for 

measurable outcomes and performance metrics. The distinction here is (a) the WIL 

program can’t control the learning that occurs on placement but this makes it no less 

valuable, and (b) for those required assessments, consideration must be afforded to 

methods that engage learners with and in practice. Questions that focus attention on 

practice before, during and after placement were suggested in Chapter 5. These 

questions contribute to formative development that could be built into summative 

assessments and demonstrates how a balance of informal and formal processes might 

be enacted together (Colley et al., 2002; Marsick, 2009).    

 

Third, social, contextual, and material factors play a significant role in shaping 

learning on placement. This is an important consideration for WIL educators, as it 

de-centres individual agency and problematises notions of the self-directed learner 

(Beckett & Hager, 2002). This finding may be difficult for educators to resolve as it 

affords the educator less control over placements and emphasises again the 

complexity and heterogeneity of learning on placement. This finding, therefore, 

might speak more effectively to workplace supervisors. For example, workplace 

supervisors could re-think learning on placement as opportunities to practise. This 

could highlight periods of unproductive time that may arise due to uncertainty or task 

completion, or a shift in the configuration such as supervisor busyness or absence. 

Workplace supervisors could reflect on strategies that minimise unproductive ‘dead 

time’ amidst action or when unaccompanied, to consider the effects of interruptions 

to practice on informal learning. 

 

Contributions of thesis 

This thesis makes both theoretical, research and practical contributions to WIL as 

well as discipline contributions more broadly to the domains of workplace, 

professional and informal learning. Specifically, this section elaborates how the 

study: exposes traditions and oversights of learning in WIL; provides a critique of 
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existing models and trajectories of learning on placement; contributes new insights 

into how interns learn on placement; and, develops a practice-based, sociomaterial 

framework for theorising learning.   

 

Exposing traditions and oversights of learning in WIL 

This practice-based study makes a distinctive contribution by framing the ontological 

orientation of approaches to learning, specifically those that illuminate aspects of 

informal learning in WIL. Hager, Lee, and Reich’s (2012) meta-analysis was used to 

trace the various shifts in conceptions of learning and their impact on the conduct of 

education, by demarcating three domains: cognitive-psychology-based theories, 

socio-cultural theories and post-Cartesian theories. The analysis supports the view 

that the boundaries between the domains are indeed blurry and that theories, of say 

reflection or practice, can translate across domains depending on the ontological 

orientation of the academic.  

  

Studies in the area of workplace informal learning (Beckett & Hager, 2002; Hager & 

Halliday, 2002) and the more recent collection of publications in WIL (Ferns & 

Zegwaard, 2014; Higgs, 2014; Hodges, et al., 2014; Richardson, et al., 2013) suggest 

greater consideration for the informal, complex factors of learning in work spaces. 

The findings in this study offer empirical grounds for such arguments.  

 

Providing a critique of existing models and trajectories 

The findings in this study suggest that intern experiences are variable and dependent 

on a range of factors that prefigure their performances even prior to entering the 

workplace. What this study has suggested is that the things and people that make up 

these contexts, matter. It matters if an intern speaks directly to a supervisor, calls or 

emails them with a problem; it matters if the accounting processes include manual 

handling of invoices and rubber bands, or if the general manager attends the farewell 

lunch; it means something to structure assessment questions in advance of 

undertaking placement. This study has shown how learning doesn’t occur as a 

separate process to action, nor is it separate from the people, spaces, things, bodies 

that make up the place where it unfolds. Learning is “very messy, slippery and 

indeterminate” (Fenwick, 2010a, p. 105).  
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Therefore, the findings of this research put into question individual skill models, 

such as Dreyfus and colleagues’ (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 2005; Dreyfus, et al., 1986; 

Dreyfus, 2004) and problematise the notion of ‘agentic learners’ (Billet, 2009). The 

findings offer evidence to follow others who critique the skill acquisition model for 

being too linear, overly rationalised, and individualised (Fenwick, 2013; Price, et al., 

2009; Sawchuk & Taylor, 2010a). 

 

Contributing new insights into how interns learn on placement  

This study contributes to the theoretical domains of WIL, workplace learning, 

professional practice, and informal learning, by identifying new insights into how 

interns learn on placement. While it is contextually located in Australia, the findings 

and recommendations can be translated to institutions internationally that employ 

similar WIL undertakings. This thesis provides a better understanding of the 

diversity and complexity of learning on placement and offered three main findings. 

 

First, the findings support a move to the emerging paradigm of learning (Beckett and 

Hager, 2002) to conceive learning on placement. The ontological inseparability of 

learning and practice is emphasized (Fenwick, et al., 2011) and in doing so, the 

findings have worked to re-integrate learning and practice. Learning is not 

something that only sits inside one’s mind that can be easily reported, acquired or 

transferred, but instead learning is performed in action. Given the theoretical 

framework a summary is delineated: Learning is entangled in performance of the 

practice and the sociomaterial assemblage. 

 

Second, the findings provide insight into how interns develop work practices. These 

were drawn from Schatzki’s (1996) intelligibility and sociality conceptions of 

practice and the Heideggerian notion of appropriateness (Heidegger, 1953; Wrathall, 

2005). Through the data it was shown how developing work practice on placement 

involves performing the intelligibility and appropriateness of the work practice. The 

analysis demonstrated how social, contextual, and material configurations can be 

productive of learning through opportunities to practise. Further, it was pointed out 

that there are certain configurations that are unproductive of learning, including a 
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passive time/space identified as dead time. Attending to these configurations 

illuminates how learning emerges or is constricted on placement.  

 

Third, in addition to exploring how interns develop work practices, analysis of the 

data also suggested that there are things interns do to work out how to position 

themselves on placement within workplace norms, routines and changes. This was 

identified as a new intermediary bundle of practices unique to learning on placement 

that has been overlooked in the literature. Transitioning placement practices 

comprise a bundle of three practices: orienting, adapting, and conforming practices 

that in this study were explored and presented. 

 

Developing a sociomaterial, practice-based framework for theorising learning 

The study has drawn on synergies between two compatible approaches, 

sociomateriality following the work of Barad (2007), Fenwick (2008b, 2010a) and 

Orlikowski’s (2007, 2010), and Schatzki’s (1996, 2002) theorisation of practice. It 

has been argued that these theories are compatible as both address post-modern 

concerns with excessive individualisation and socialisation (Rajāo, 2008).  Both also 

emphasise a relational ontology, defend a more fluid and decentred view of human 

agency, and pay close attention to the role of materiality (Rajāo, 2008).  

 

Both theories offer significant contributions to exploring and understanding learning 

on placement. Practice theory offers a richer foundation from which to explain the 

organisation, prefigurement and combinations of practices. Sociomateriality is useful 

for analysing and explaining emergence, entanglement, and other-than-human 

agency.  

 

The synthesis of these theoretical lenses has enabled a richer, thicker account of what 

interns do on placement. This ethnographic empirical study of learning on placement 

has served as an example for studies wanting to look ‘beneath the surface’ (Pader, 

2006). Attuning to the social, material, and performative, has brought into focus the 

provisional, entangled, emergent characteristics of learning on placement.  
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Other issues and insights 

While it is beyond the scope of this study to go into detail, there are several issues 

around ethics in WIL that arose in the findings that are worth mentioning. The first 

was around the potential exploitation of students as unpaid labour. This was apparent 

mainly in Ben’s internship where in the first few days he was lifting boxes. This was 

concerning as such manual duties were not the activities for which he was suited or 

signed-up for, nor legally was he covered or trained in OH&S to perform. This raises 

questions around the university’s duty of care as well as the potential of one bad 

instance to throw into question the relationship between the university and host 

organisation. 

 

Recently ethics has been a hot topic amidst the WIL circuit, with ACEN seminars 

and conference streams dedicated to ethical issues19.  In the Australian media, ethics 

and voluntary work experience have received attention due to the release of a 

government incentivised report detailing concerns of unpaid internships as an 

alternative to hiring staff (Stewart & Owens, 2013). The CIP attempted to educate 

students on workplace equal-employment issues through the compulsory online test 

EO-online. Unfortunately as we saw in Ben’s case, this small test was not enough to 

prepare Ben with the skills necessary to know what to do when he was asked to pack 

boxes in the stores. Moreover the eLogs which, in Helen’s words are designed to 

“ensure that we’re keeping an eye on the students and protecting their well-being” 

(IN_H, 01/12/11, p.29), weren’t effective in this case because there was a time delay 

between incident and assessment submission. Although ethics was not a point of 

focus for this study, it is an area that warrants greater attention and possibilities for 

future research.  

 

Limitations and directions for future research  

Because this study is practice-based and employed an ethnographic methodology, it 

is also necessarily situated and contextual. I presented three case studies following 

Tsoukas’ (2009) advice that small case studies offer greater specificity, can draw 

                                                 
19 In May 2012 the ACEN NSW/ACT Chapter dedicated a forum to discussing ‘Ethical practices in 
WIL’ held at the University of Canberra. Presentations can be accessed via: 
http://acen.edu.au/?page_id=218. Additionally ACEN conference streams in 2011, 2012 and 2013 
also discussed issues of ethics in WIL.   

http://acen.edu.au/?page_id=218
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new conclusions and further refine our understanding. While the findings cannot be 

used for statistical generalisations, these three case studies can offer analytical 

insight into broader conceptualisations (Tsoukas, 2009). This feature points to both 

the strengths and weaknesses of the inquiry, however, it also highlights interesting 

areas that were not an intention of the study.  

 

Further, as I was inextricably located in each of the research configurations, I was 

aware that at times I may have been productive of something different. My 

positionality moved fluidly within placements between insider, outsider, and 

alongsider (Carroll, 2009; Eraut, 2008a). The sociomaterial arrangements that took 

place also shaped me and my relations within the space. At different times, I felt as 

though I was invisible, forgotten, included, needed, supported, valued, and useful.  I 

am aware that by being part of the placement I have impacted it in some way. 

However, this has also helped me achieve greater understanding.  

 

Moving forward there remain a number of questions raised in this thesis that further 

research and practice might pursue. First, following the issues and insights raised 

here, an incredibly important area worth pursuing is around legal and ethical 

practices in WIL. It would be interesting to explore the power relationships between 

the institutional and organisational stakeholders and impact of these on sustaining 

relationships and ‘use’ of interns on placement.  

 

Second, the practices performed by participants formed part of an elective subject in 

a Commerce internship program at a regional university. What learning practices are 

performed by students’ whose placements are compulsory? Where would alternative 

disciplines align or divert from the findings in these business-related disciplines, for 

instance in medicine, education or engineering? To what degree would alternative 

WIL programs, with various structures, policies and practices, demonstrate 

transitioning, conforming, and adapting practices?  

 

Third, there is still much to understand about the informal learning in WIL. This 

thesis only begins to explore these complexities and issues. For example, one could 

take a focus just on the international student experience or the trans-national 
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internship experience, which are those placements conducted overseas. Different 

approaches are needed to illuminate differences and generate new findings 

(Mäkitalo, 2012). Additional research into informal learning on placement may be 

well served by selecting a specific sociomaterial theory, such as ANT, complexity 

theory or spatial theory, to delve deeper into tracing how knowledge and learning as 

dispersed through systems and patterns in WIL. 

 

Finally, the notion of sociomateriality is an excellent starting point to conceptualise 

how diverse learning practices are performed, however, more work is needed to 

theorise in a satisfactory manner how learning practices interrelate in wider 

institutional processes and how such learning circulates. More research is also 

required to explore the relationship between WIL learning practices, and specific 

dimensions, including affect, power, and temporality.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Summary of fieldwork data 

The fieldwork data was accessed over a one year period between July 2011 and July 

2012. Anna and Ben’s placement were held at the same organisation and their timing 

partially overlapped. Reflective discussions, email correspondence, member 

checking activities, and other information gathering continued after observations and 

interviews and contributed to the compilation of data. This list does not include 

photographs taken or documents collected.  

 

Table 7: Summary of fieldwork 

 Date Activity 

01/12/11 Interview & notes: Helen, CIP Coordinator 

Anna at Seabreeze Hotel  

27/07/11 Observation & notes: Orientation 

28/07/11 Informal meeting and notes 

22/09/11 Observation & notes: Placement day 12 

27/09/11 Observation & notes: Placement day 14 

30/09/11 Observation & notes: Placement day 16 

13/10/11 Interview & notes 

17/10/11 Supervisor Interview & notes: Eleanor 

  

Ben at Seabreeze Hotel 

08/08/11 Informal meeting and notes 

20/09/11 Observation & notes: Placement day 7 

26/09/11 Observation & notes: Placement day 9 

04/10/11 Observation & notes: Placement day 13 

17/10/11 Interview & notes 

18/10/11 Supervisor Interview & notes: Felix 

29/02/12 Member checking meeting & notes 
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Carrie at Local Sports Club 

07/12/11 Observation & notes: Orientation 

14/12/11 Observation & notes: Placement day 1 

20/12/11 Observation & notes: Placement day 3 

17/01/12 Observation & notes: Placement day 4 

23/02/12 Observation & notes: Placement day 8 

01/03/12 Observation & notes: Placement day 9 

03/05/12 Interview & notes 

03/05/12 Supervisor Interview & notes: Greg 

 

Table 8: Summary of assessment data   

Type Date Description 

Anna at Seabreeze Hotel  

RJA 22/08/11 Reflective journal part A (Pre-placement) 

eL1 20/08/11 Placement day 1 

eL2 22/08/11 Placement day 2 

eL3 23/08/11 Placement day 3 

eL4 29/08/11 Placement day 4 

eL5 30/08/11 Placement day 5 

eL6 5/09/11 Placement day 6 

eL7 11/09/11 Placement day 7 

eL8 12/09/11 Placement day 8 

eL9 13/09/11 Placement day 9 

eL10 17/09/11 Placement day 10 

eL11 20/09/11 Placement day 11 

eL12 22/09/11 Placement day 12 

eL13 24/09/11 Placement day 13 

eL14 27/09/11 Placement day 14 

eL15 29/09/11 Placement day 15 

eL16 30/09/11 Placement day 16 
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Ben at Seabreeze Hotel 

RJA 22/08/11 Reflective journal part A (Pre-placement) 

eL1 09/08/11 Placement day 1 

eL2 11/08/11 Placement day 2 

eL3 16/08/11 Placement day 3 

eL4 17/08/11 Placement day 4 

eL5 22/08/11 Placement day 5 

eL6 29/08/11 Placement day 6 

eL7 20/09/11 Placement day 7 

eL8 23/09/11 Placement day 8 

eL9 26/09/11 Placement day 9 

eL10 28/09/11 Placement day 10 

eL11 29/09/11 Placement day 11 

eL12 30/09/11 Placement day 12 

eL13 04/10/11 Placement day 13 

eL14 05/10/11 Placement day 14 

eL15 10/10/11 Placement day 15 

eL16 15/10/11 Placement day 16 

RJB 24/10/11 Reflective journal part B (Post-placement) 

   

Carrie at Local Sports Club 

RJA 22/08/11 Reflective journal part A (Pre-placement) 

eL1 14/12/11 Placement day 1 

eL2 15/12/11 Placement day 2 

eL3 20/12/11 Placement day 3 

eL4 17/01/12 Placement day 4 

eL5 24/02/12 Placement day 5 

eL6 02/02/12 Placement day 6 

eL7 09/02/12 Placement day 7 

eL8 23/02/12 Placement day 8 

eL9 01/03/12 Placement day 9 
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eL10 06/03/12 Placement day 10 

eL11 28/05/12 Placement day 11 

eL12 06/06/12 Placement day 12 

eL13 12/07/12 Placement day 13 

RJB 13/07/12 Reflective journal part B (Post-placement) 

 

 

Table 9: In-text referencing of data 

Type Notation Anna Ben Carrie 

Field notes  FN FN_A FN_B FN_C 

Interviews  IN IN_A 
IN_E  
(Eleanor) 

IN_B 
IN_F (Felix) 

IN_C 
IN_G 
(Greg)     

Assessments  
eLog  

Reflective journal part A  

Reflective journal part B  

 
eL 

RJA 

RJB 

 
eL_A 

RJA_A 

RJB_A 

 
eL_B 

RJA_B 

RJB_B 

  
eL_C 

RJA_C 

RJB_C 

Interview Helen IN_H (Helen) 
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Appendix B: Participant interviews 

Participant interviews were conducted with interns Anna, Ben, and Carrie, 

supervisors Eleanor, Felix, and Greg, and Commerce Internship Coordinator, Helen 

(pseudonyms).  

 

Interview to the Double 

At one point in the interview, I asked participants to assist in an interview technique 

named Interview to the Double (ITTD) (Nicolini, 2009b). To introduce this 

technique, I read out the following passage and asked for any follow up questions 

before proceeding:  

I noticed that on several of your days you performed similar tasks doing [name 

activity]. I would like to do an interview technique with you called Interview to 

the Double (ITTD). This is to help me understand in detail your activities. It 

goes like this, try to imagine that I’m your double and I have to replace you in 

your job tomorrow. Your role is to explain to me the necessary detailed 

instructions so that I can go in your place and perform [name activity]. For 

example: You should arrive at work at 8:30am and using the swipe card enter 

the offices... 

At another point I also used the photographs I took to stimulate reflection around 

specific practices. I would ask questions such as: Can you tell me what is going on 

here? What is this [object] used for and how important was it to performing your 

job? Why are these [receipts, chairs, emails] organised this way? And, can you tell 

me the first thing that comes to mind when you see the following photo.  

 

Sample questions for interns 

• Before coming into this placement, what did you think you would learn?  

• Can you describe to me in your own words your orientation?  

• Tell me about the functions of the laptop/to-do-list/HR templates? 

• What did you do when something surprised or troubled you, or when you had 

a question?  

• How did you know what to do at the start of each day? 

• How did you learn a new task? Can you give me an example? 
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• What would you tell the next intern, who was going to start placement at this 

organisation? 

• Is there anything that you would you like me to ask your supervisor? 

• How did you feel about having me observe you? Were the days I saw you 

very different to other days?  

 

Sample questions for supervisors 

• What are your reasons for having an intern and participating in the internship 

program?  

• What do you hope interns learn from placement? 

• What do you think [intern] learnt in their placement? 

• Tell me about your approach to supervision. What are some of the challenges 

you faced? 

• How would you describe what you do each day? When you have an intern, 

how does this change what you do?  

• What steps did you take to teach [intern] a new task? How would [they] 

respond? 

• If you could go back would you change anything about how you supervised 

[intern]? 

• How did you feel about having me observe you? Were the days I saw you 

very different to other days? 

 

Sample questions for Internship Coordinator 

• What do you expect an intern to learn from placement? 

• What do you think they actually learn? 

• How do you know when an intern is learning? 

• How does the Internship Program design support learning?  

• Tell me about the assessment design and structure.  

• What is your teaching philosophy?  

 

 

The interviews were recorded and fully transcribed by me.   
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Appendix C: CIP learning outcomes 

The subject has seven learning outcomes specified in the subject outline. These are: 

 

1. Identify organisational practices and procedures, including work related 

procedures 

2. Apply knowledge learnt at university to critically analyse organisational 

practices and procedures 

3. Demonstrate effective communication skills, orally and written, within a 

professional environment 

4. Demonstrate analytical and problem solving skills in proposing solutions to 

real business problems 

5. Demonstrate an appreciation for your discipline in the context of the 

workplace 

6. Participate as a team member in a work environment for the purpose of 

resolving work related issues 

7. Demonstrate how your contribution in the work place informs your 

professional practice 
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Appendix D: CIP assessments 

EO-Online Quiz 

Due in week 3 of session; Approx. 30 multiple choice questions; weight 5 % 

Students work through an online module with several questions designed for 

university staff, that covers areas such as policy and government legislations on 

harassment, discrimination, and OH&S. 

 

ELogs 

Due each week and all submitted by end of session; 200 words; weight 15 % 

Students respond to four questions: 

1. Activities undertaken today (1-2 sentences): Discuss or list the tasks or 

activities you engaged in today 

2. Your role in given tasks (2-3 sentences): Discuss how you contributed to the 

tasks, what your role was in these tasks and what you thought about your role 

3. Interactions with people or departments (2-3 sentences): Discuss who you 

came into contact with 

4. Thoughts or impressions (1-2 sentences): Overall ideas, feelings or 

impressions 

 

Reflective journal: Part A “Theoretical role of workplace experience and your 

learning goals”   

Due in week 5 of session; 2000 words; weight 40 % 

Students are required to read six nominated academic journal articles and respond to 

seven questions covering three generic areas: 

 

Workplace environment 

1. What do the readings suggest will be of some of the benefits and challenges 

of your internship in the workplace? 

2. What are your overall expectations as you enter into a professional workplace 

environment associated with your Commerce discipline? 
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Teamwork  

3. In theory, according to the readings, how should teams work in order to be 

most effective? 

4. How do you think teamwork in the workplace environment during your 

internship will be different from teamwork at university? 

5. What have been some of the challenges you have experienced with teamwork 

so far and what strategies have you already developed to overcome these if 

anything similar happens during your internship experience? 

 

Critical and creative thinking  

6. According to the readings, what role does critical and creative thinking play 

in the workplace? 

7. What role could your critical and creative thinking skills play in your 

internship? 

 

Reflective journal: Part B “Reflecting on theory in practice” 

Due in week 13 of session; 2000 words; weight 40 % 

Students respond to the same three generic areas and an overall reflection on 

experience: 

 

Workplace environment 

1. Provide an overview of the organisation where you undertook your placement 

and identify the key tasks and roles that you performed.  

2. Outline how and which skills developed by your university studies were 

applied on this internship placement and, alternatively, identify specific new 

skills you began to develop during your placement and discuss how 

workplace learning encouraged the development of these different skills 

compared to the university setting. 

 

Teamwork 

3. Provide an overview of the team structures in your internship workplace 

before discussing the strengths and weaknesses of the teams in this scenario.  
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4. Identify and explain how you contributed to a team before comparing this 

experience with those discussed in the theory plus those you have had at 

university or in other scenarios.  

 

Critical and creative thinking  

5. Thinking back to the theory, identify a critical thinker in your workplace and 

detail examples of their characteristics and how their skills were applied. 

How is critical thinking related to your discipline in the workplace? 

6. Provide examples of how creative thinking is encouraged/discouraged in your 

workplace and then identify ways that management might foster a creative 

culture in your workplace.  

 

Overall experiences 

7. From a person perspective, identify what you have learnt during your 

internship placement, including any strengths or areas for improvement that 

you have identified via personal reflection and workplace feedback.  

8. Reflecting on your overall experience, discuss how your internship will now 

inform your future university studies or progression into the workplace/ 

career development.  
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Appendix E: CIP marking rubrics 

eLogs 

Unsatisfactory Satisfactory 
 

 
Does not respond to the requested topics 
and does not clearly indicate the progress 
or wellbeing of the intern. 

 
A clear and concise response to each 
of the themes that, overall, indicates 
your successes and concerns in the 
workplace.  It is expected to be 
approximately 200 words. 
 

 

RJA: Theoretical role of workplace experience and your learning goals 

Unsatisfactory Satisfactory 

 
Simplistic descriptions of the internship 
process and the potential tasks that maybe 
allocated. 
 
Little discussion of 
professional/disciplinary knowledge or the 
potential relevance of theoretical 
understanding to the internship process. 

 
Honest, in-depth, reflection that reveals 
the experiences (educational and 
professional development / personal) 
that you anticipate having during the 
internship experience. 
 
Discussion that demonstrates 
understanding of the theories discussed 
in each of the themes; workplace 
environment, teamwork and critical & 
creative thinking. 
 

 

RJB: Reflecting on theory in practice 

Unsatisfactory Satisfactory 

 
Simplistic descriptions of the internship 
process and tasks allocated. 
 
Little discussion of connections between 
professional/disciplinary knowledge  or 
theoretical understandings and workplace 
experiences. 
 
Little discussion of connections with 
personal learning and/or change derived 
from the workplace experience. 

 
Honest, in-depth, reflection that 
demonstrates how you were changed by 
the internship experience. 
 
A clear critique of how theory was 
similar or different from your actual 
experiences in the workplace. 
 
Provides discussion of positive and 
negative aspects of your performance 
during the internship with insights into 
how this will affect your future 
behaviour. 
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Appendix F: Pre-placement meeting check-list 

This checklist is to be completed by the Relationship Manager for each student 

placement within their responsibility. These forms are to be given to the Internship 

Administrator by Week 1 of session. 

 

Partner Name 
 

 

Student Name and 

Number 

 

 

Relationship 

Manager 

 

 

Session and Year 
 

 

 

Activity Required Details 
Start Date 
Within week 2 of session 

 

Legal Documents 
Partner completed legal documents 

 

Student completed legal documents   
Risk Assessment 
Faculty of Commerce 
representative has visited 
workplace and undertaken brief 
risk assessment 

 

On the Job Information 
Partner advised of: 

• What to do if student sick 
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• Dress code 
• Etiquette 
• Who does the student report 

to on their first day  
Student advised of: 

• What to do if student sick 
• Dress code 
• Etiquette 
• Who does the student report 

to on their first day 

 

 
I confirm that the above checks and information has been undertaken for the named 
student, partner and placement. 
 
 
 
Relationship Manager 
Name 

Relationship Manager Signature                        Date 

  



|239 
 

Appendix G: Participant information sheet (interns) 

Examining informal learning: Transitioning practices in work-integrated 

learning 

 
PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH 
This study is the empirical investigation of an Australian Postgraduate Award PhD project. 
The aim of this study is to investigate the informal learning of internship business students. 
This study will research informal learning through observing the development of business 
students’ practices while undertaking their internship work placement. The study will 
involve students from the Commerce Internship Program at the University of Wollongong. 
The research will employ ethnographic principles and methods such as interviewing 
stakeholders and observing the intern in the workplace as they participate in their activities. 
Findings of this study will inform WIL coordinators and directors to better prepare students 
for work placements as well as inform managers and researchers of organisational learning. 
 
INVESTIGATORS 
Dr Chris Sykes   Ms Bonnie Cord  Dr Jan Turbill 
Faculty of Commerce  Faculty of Commerce  Faculty of Commerce 
02 4221 4507       02 4221 3734 
csykes@uow.edu.au  bcord@uow.edu.au    jturbill@uow.edu.au  
           
   
METHOD AND DEMANDS ON PARTICIPANTS 
You are being invited to participate in this project because you are undertaking an internship 
through the Commerce Internship Program at the University of Wollongong this upcoming 
session. During your placement, we are interested in placing a student researcher alongside 
you to observe and participate in your activities. This requires the student researcher to enter 
your host organisation on simultaneous days as you. While the internship runs for 16 days, 
the researcher will only be present for 8 of these days.  
 
The work and learning practices of you is the main focus of interest in this study. You may 
wish to contribute to this study in the following ways:  
 

- Consenting to be observed by a student researcher, investigating the practices of 
interns and their supervisors in the workplace.  

- Interviews with the student researcher, informal interviews throughout the 
placement and one semi-structured interview pre-placement and one post-placement.  

- Photographs taken by yourself, your supervisor and the student researcher to 
capture practices and spaces of informal learning during the placement. When you 
are taking photographs, as discussed with the researchers or Internship Program 
director, you must be aware not to capture anything confidential or potentially 
harmful to the organisation.  

- Assessment analysis from your submissions to Commerce Internship Program 
COMM390 subject, after release of subject marks.  

 
A consent form will be given to you and your supervisor(s) prior to commencing the 
research on placement. By signing this document you may wish to consent to the researchers 
to observe your practices in any of the above mentioned ways. The consent form will also 
request permission for the interview to be audio taped and for photographs to be taken for 
the purpose of data collection and analysis.  
 
 

mailto:csykes@uow.edu.au
mailto:bcord@uow.edu.au
mailto:jturbill@uow.edu.au
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POSSIBLE RISKS, INCONVENIENCES AND DISCOMFORTS 
Apart from the presence of the researcher in the workplace, capturing of practices through 
photographs and informal and formal interviews, we can foresee no risks for you. To prevent 
any potential inconveniences the following steps will be taken: 
 

- Questions arising throughout workplace activities will be asked through informal 
interviews on one occasion throughout the day. This will be at the end of day, or at a 
time arranged by the researcher and yourself. This allocated time aims to minimize 
interruptions to you and your work.   

- As discussed with your manager or CEO photographs will be taken by yourself, your 
supervisor and the researcher based on specific clauses. These clauses are to prevent 
any possible risks or inconveniences to you and the organisations, These clauses are: 

 
1. Caution is taken by the photographers, the student researcher, the intern and 

the supervisors, not to capture other employees without their permission, 
logos or other potentially identifying organisational information.  

2. Photographs do not identify the organisation through the display of logos or 
other potentially identifying materials  

3. In the case that staff are present in a photograph the faces of any staff are 
blurred 

4. Blur out any organisational materials such as policies or other information 
that may be featured on the walls of the organisation 

 
Your involvement in the study is voluntary and you may withdraw your participation from 
the study at any time. Refusal to participate in the study will not affect your relationship with 
the University of Wollongong or Commerce Internship Program. The researcher will also 
respect your privacy and confidentiality. Choosing to participate in this research will NOT 
affect in any way your assessment in the Commerce Internship Program.  
 
During the study, the data will be stored securely on the student researcher’s computer and in 
a locked secure location in the researcher’s office. After the study, data will be securely 
stored in the principle investigator’s secure computer and office.  
 
FUNDING AND BENEFITS OF THE RESEARCH 
This research is being funded by an Australian Postgraduate Award. The findings of this 
study will inform Work-Integrated Learning or Internship coordinators and directors to better 
prepare students for work placements as well as inform managers and researchers of 
organisational learning. Confidentiality is assured and you will not be identified in any part 
of the research.  
 
ETHICS REVIEW AND COMPLAINTS 
This study has been reviewed by the Human Research Ethics Committee (Social Science, 
Humanities and Behavioural Science) of the University of Wollongong. If you have any 
concerns or complaints regarding the way this research has been conducted, you can contact 
the UOW Ethics Officer on (02) 4221 4457 or email rso-ethics@uow.edu.au.  
 
Thank you for your interest in this project. 
 
Dr Chris Sykes on behalf of the Team. 
 

  

mailto:rso-ethics@uow.edu.au
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Appendix H: Participant consent form (interns) 

Examining informal learning: Transitioning practices in work-integrated 
learning 

 
 

Research Team: Dr Chris Sykes, Ms Bonnie Cord and Dr Jan Turbill 
 
 
I have been given information about the Australian Postgraduate Award PhD project 
Examining informal learning: Transitioning practices in work-integrated learning and 
discussed the research project with one of the team members named above who is 
conducting this research at the University of Wollongong.  
 
 
Please indicate your consent by ticking the boxes for those which you give permission:   
 
 

 I agree to allow the researcher to observe me and my work practices while on 
placement in the Commerce Internship Program and participate where suitable for 
the duration of the placement. 

 I agree to participate in two semi-structured formal interviews, pre- and post-
placement. 

 I agree to participate in informal interviews throughout the placement. 
 I consent to the interviews being audio-taped for the purposes of data collection and 

analysis. 
 I consent to performing member checks on research field notes or interview 

transcriptions to ensure accuracy of my intended actions and meanings. 
 I understand that the data collected from my participation in this research will be 

used for academic and professional publication, and I consent for it to be used in that 
manner. 

 I consent to allowing the research team to examine my reflections and assessments 
from the Commerce Internship Program COMM390 for the purposes of revealing 
learning, accessed after the release of subject results. 

 
 
Photographs 
 

 I consent to the student researcher taking photographs of me during placement for 
the purposes of data collection and analysis. 

 I agree to take photographs during my placement in accordance with the agreed 
clauses as discussed with the Director of the Program, Organisational Manager 
and/or research team. 

 
 
I have had an opportunity to ask one of the researchers named above any questions I may 
have about the research and my participation. I understand that my participation in this 
research is voluntary and I am free to refuse to participate and I am free to withdraw from 
the research, up until two months after the field work has taken place. My refusal to 
participate or withdrawal of consent will not affect my relationship with the Commerce 
Internship Program or the University of Wollongong. My contribution and any materials I 
choose to provide will remain confidential. There will be no personal or organisational 
identification in the data or resources. 
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By signing below I am indicating my consent to participate in the research.  If I have any 
enquires about the research, I can contact Dr Chris Sykes on 4221 4507 or Bonnie Cord on 
bcord@uow.edu.au. If I have any concerns or complaints regarding the way the research is 
or has been conducted, I can contact the Ethics Officer, Human Research Ethics Committee, 
University of Wollongong on 42214457 or email rso-ethics@uow.edu.au. 
 
 
 
Signed Date 
 
 
....................................................................... ......./....../...... 
 
Name (please print) 
 
 
 
....................................................................... 

mailto:bcord@uow.edu.au
mailto:rso-ethics@uow.edu.au
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Appendix I: Example of field notes 

 

 

 

 

 

  

[Greg] 

[Carrie

[Carrie
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[Greg] 

[Carrie
[Name] 

[Carrie

[Greg] 

[Greg] 

[Greg] 

[Greg] 

[Greg] 

[Greg] 

[Name] 

[Carrie

[Photo 
taken] 

[Greg] 
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Appendix J: Example of coding process 

 
 

C 

C 

C 

C 

C 

C 
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