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Embracing work-integrated learning in political studies
Cherrel Africa , Per Assmo, Meshay Moses and Michaelyn Cornelius

Department of Political Studies, Economic and Management Sciences, University of the Western Cape, Cape 
Town, South Africa

ABSTRACT  
Given the challenge of graduate unemployment in South Africa, 
this article considers whether Work-integrated Learning (WIL) can 
be successfully implemented in a discipline such as Political 
Studies. To do this, it outlines the experiences of former Political 
Studies students who were placed into internship positions. The 
article also reflects on how this internship programme served as a 
catalyst for embracing a broader WIL approach. We find that 
students that interned experienced personal growth and were 
successful in developing a career path having been exposed to 
‘some form of WIL’. While not providing a panacea for 
unemployment and other socio-economic challenges, the journey 
leads us to believe that strengthening of knowledge through WIL 
can occur in disciplines such as Political Studies and can assist in 
equipping graduates with a real-world work experience and 
opportunities. Additionally, we argue that alongside such WIL 
programmes, a WIL teaching orientation should be considered to 
empower and equip a broader spectrum of graduates. Indeed, 
the internship programme paved the way for the development of 
an entirely new Masters programme with significant potential 
benefits for students in terms of their academic growth, personal, 
career, skills and development.
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Introduction

Contemporary South Africa, with its triple challenges of poverty, inequality and unem
ployment, carries the weight of racism, apartheid and class differences. When the unem
ployment statistics are examined by race the picture that emerges is still racialised with 
the group classified as black being the hardest hit. Youth unemployment, including 
graduate unemployment, comprises a substantial portion of the total unemployment 
rate (StatsSA 2022a, 2022b). There are many complex and interconnected reasons that 
can explain the high unemployment rate among graduates. WIL can be considered as 
a way of starting to address these issues by enhancing the employability of graduates.

However, WIL has typically been implemented in universities of technology and dis
ciplines such as Education and the Health Sciences. Given the wealth of literature and 
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research on the importance and benefits of WIL through an intentionally-constructed 
relationship between the working life and tertiary education, it is vitally important to 
conduct research investigating whether WIL can be successfully implemented in the 
Social Sciences in a discipline such as Political Studies.

This article therefore examines how a WIL approach evolved in a Political Studies 
Department at a South African university to form new perspectives and forms of 
studies within the field of political studies, more closely connected to societal challenges. 
Hence the overall aim of this article is to explore how a WIL approach has been embraced 
to find new methods of knowledge creation as well as equipping students with real-world 
experience and opportunities. In so doing, the article explores the possibilities and chal
lenges of developing a WIL approach within an academic field such as Political Studies. 
The article also reflects on how the internship programme enabled the adoption of a 
broader WIL approach in teaching and learning strategies at the postgraduate level, 
and the establishment of a fully-fledged Masters in Political Studies with Work-Based 
Learning.1

The scope of the study

This article is primarily based on the insights and experiences provided by former post
graduate students from the Political Studies Department at the University of the Western 
Cape in an internship organised by the department. The most formal internship pro
gramme was with the Catholic Parliamentary Liaison Office (CPLO) and therefore 
former CPLO interns were targeted for the study.2 While the initiative was relatively 
small with two to three Masters students per year being recruited by CPLO as interns 
between 2012 and 2019, it provided profound lessons for the department. A total of 
11 former postgraduate students responded to the request to participate in the study. 
The method of obtaining their insights was through a Google form consisting of 
open-ended qualitative questions. The respondents were asked about the internship 
experience, their career trajectory, and whether it assisted them in their studies and 
careers. Ethics approval was obtained to conduct the research.

As noted by Wong and Hoskins (2022) most academic degree programmes provide 
students with a broad range of skills that can be applied to a variety of professions, 
which can cause graduates to feel apprehensive regarding their career path. Indeed, Pol
itical Studies is a broad field leading to a range of potential professions. However, this 
study suggests that internships, and indeed a WIL approach, can help to alleviate 
anxiety for graduates when deciding on a career path and assist them to enter the work
place with a clearer sense of their professional identity. As Winberg et al. (2011, 4) indi
cate, while WIL does not offer a ‘quick fix’ solution it plays an important role with regard 
to the readiness of graduates to enter and contribute to South African society and the 
world of work.

The context of graduate unemployment in South Africa

Unemployment is a longstanding challenge in South Africa. StatsSA (2022a, 9) found 
that in 2022, South Africa had an official unemployment rate of close to 34 percent. 
Youth unemployment is particularly severe. According to StatsSA (2022a, 26) there is 
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an unemployment rate of staggering 61.4 percent among 15 - 24 years. Notably in 2021, 
58 percent of unemployed youth, including graduates, had no work experience (StatsSA 
2022b, 37). Research on graduates attempting to secure employment shows that lack of 
networks and work experience hamper prospects of being gainfully employed (StatsSA 
2022b; 38. Baldry 2016). In terms of obstacles to employment, race and socio-economic 
status emerge as key factors. Baldry’s study (2016) of graduate unemployment in South 
Africa found that race was the strongest predictor of unemployment with Coloured, 
Indian/Asian and White graduates being five times more likely to be employed than 
Black African graduates. The second strongest predictor was socio-economic status 
with those in the upper socio-economic status groups being more than four times as 
likely to be employed than those in the lowest socio-economic status group.

Furthermore, Baldry (2016, 789) cites a study on graduate unemployment conducted 
by the Cape Higher Education Consortium (CHEC) which found racialised patterns of 
social capital networks. Baldry found an association between graduate unemployment 
and attending school where graduates from a township displayed significantly higher 
unemployment rates compared to those who received schooling in a suburb. There 
were also significantly higher proportions of unemployment among diploma and certifi
cate graduates, compared to degree and post-graduates, and among humanities degree 
holders, compared to other degree holders. As Baldry (2016, 793) argues prior social con
nections are a primary channel through which to secure employment. The study indi
cated that 54 percent of white South African graduates tapped into such social 
employment networks as 54 ‘social capital beneficiaries’, compared to only 18 percent 
Black South African graduates.

This context provides the backdrop in which the Political Studies Department decided 
to consider ways to enhance the employability of Masters-level students through arran
ging internships for them. In 2019 nearly 50 percent of the first-year student population 
at the UWC identified themselves as Black and 44 percent identified themselves as 
Coloured (Pather 2019, 9). What started as an ordinary internship was turned into a 
Masters course module that had a more practical and reflective approach to knowledge 
and learning. This ultimately led to the design of the new Masters programme with 
Work-based learning. It was only much later that this was located in a broader approach 
of WIL.

What is WIL?

Since the purpose of this article is to reflect on whether WIL can be successfully 
implemented in a discipline such as Political Studies and how our internship programme 
served as a catalyst for a journey towards embracing a WIL approach, it is important to 
consider the literature on WIL and related terminology. There are many definitions that 
describe the concept of WIL. Additionally, concepts such as Work-based Learning and 
Work Integrated Education has been used interchangeably. For reasons of clarity and 
simplicity we will use the term Work Integrated Learning since this is the approach 
that we have embraced.

As Piper et al. (2023)  indicates, ‘Probably the most important and widely shared con
ception of WIL is as a pedagogic approach where learning happens through the inte
gration or bridging of theoretical and practical knowledge’. According to Bahl and 
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Dietzen (2019), the meaning of Work-based Learning ranges from ‘experiential’ or 
‘informal learning’ in the workplace itself to ‘learning-on-the-job’ and ‘work-related 
learning’ in explicitly vocational contexts and TVET institutions.  

We use the term Work Integrated Learning and use the definition provided by the 
International Journal of Work Integrated Learning (2021) which defines WIL as: 

an educational approach that uses relevant work-based experiences to allow students to inte
grate theory with the meaningful practice of work as an intentional component of the cur
riculum. Defining elements of this educational approach require that students engage in 
authentic and meaningful work-related tasks, and must involve three stakeholders; the 
student, the university, and the workplace/community.

This aligns with the approach of CHE which also adopts a broad definition of WIL in 
which the authors make it clear that WIL is not restricted to work placement stating that: 

WIL is used as an umbrella term to describe curricular, pedagogic and assessment practices, 
across a range of academic disciplines that integrate formal learning and workplace con
cerns. The integration of theory and practice in student learning can occur through a 
range of WIL approaches, apart from formal or informal work placements. WIL is primarily 
intended to enhance student learning, and to this end several innovative curricular, pedago
gical and assessment forms have developed in response to concerns about graduateness, 
employability and civic responsibility; examples include: action-learning, apprenticeships, 
cooperative education, experiential learning, inquiry learning, inter-professional learning, 
practicum placements, problem-based learning, project-based learning, scenario learning, 
service-learning, team-based learning, virtual or simulated WIL learning, work-based learn
ing, work experience, workplace learning. (Winberg et al. 2011, 4)

At the core of WIL is the approach of integrating theoretical knowledge in the class
room with practical knowledge in the workplace. Dewey was one of the first educational 
theorists who held the view that people learn by doing. He further emphasised the notion 
that genuine education is achieved through experience. His theory stressed the impor
tance of any chosen career encompassing critical and scholarly engagement with the 
key issues of public life that link professional and vocational competence. As Kolb 
(1984) points out experiential learning is a dialectic and cyclical process consisting of 
four stages: experience, observation and reflection, abstract reconceptualisation, and 
experimentation. While experience is the foundation for learning, learning cannot take 
place without reflection. In the same manner, while reflection is essential to the 
process, it must be integrally linked with action. Schon (1983) acknowledged the impor
tance of reflection and reflective practice in the education. For learning to occur, students 
need to observe and reflect on experience, develop concepts to make sense of the experi
ence, and then apply and test these concepts through new experiences. Yorke (2006, 7) 
argues that WIL is not simply a process of students engaging in work experience with 
the hope that it will result in employability. Instead, Yorke (2006, 8) argues it is an edu
cational process, service, and experience, with foundational pedagogy and theory and can 
be aligned with the processes and outcomes of experiential learning which seeks to secure 
and maximise learning through experience, often outside the traditional sphere of edu
cation. As delineated above, WIL describes the integration of theoretically based formal 
learning and practically based working demands within various academic disciplines 
(Winberg et al. 2011, 8).

4 P. CHERREL ET AL.



Bradley et al. (2021, 1829)  indicate that universities’ strategy to employability can be 
crudely categorised into three models: an embedded approach, a bolt-on approach or a 
parallel approach to employability. We adopt an embedded approach using a broad 
definition of WIL. According to Bradley et al. (2021) an embedded approach involves 
placing the teaching of employability at the heart of learning and teaching policies, pro
cesses and practices within the curriculum of a course; a bolt-on approach is where 
employability related modules are attached to the curriculum of course and tend to 
encourage the development of specific and generic employability skills while a parallel 
approach places the learning and teaching of employability outside the curriculum 
either within the purview of the careers and employability services or within award pro
grammes that are in addition to a student’s degree programme. Thus, in many instances 
WIL has been seen as a bridging mechanism which would fall into the bolt on approach. 
For example, Reinheid et al (2016, 251), indicate that Work-integrated learning or 
experiential learning is a strategy of applied learning (learning integrated with work) 
which involves a structured educational program that combines productive relevant 
work experience with academic study and professional reflection.

A WIL programme involves three main partners, namely the student, the educational 
institution, and the employer. Hence, to implement WIL in practice requires cross-sec
toral collaboration between actors and institutions. As Reinhard et al. (2016, 256) indi
cates, it is possible for community engagement to be accrued through a multi-stakeholder 
partnership approach. Wait and Cookie (2016, 289) provide a useful multi-stakeholder 
model of WIL implementation which shows the linkages between these stakeholders 
(Figure 1).

The engagement of the various stakeholders is pivotal to our understanding of WIL 
because it discourages the university to act as an isolated space, limited to teaching 
abstract theoretical knowledge. Instead, WIL promotes the collaboration between the 
primary stakeholders to develop the student through learning based on both theory 
and practice. Secondly, the way in which we learn – emphasise the reflective process.

Figure 1. Multi-stakeholder model of WIL implementation. Source: Wait and Cookie (2016, 289).
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After reviewing the central components of WIL, it is clear that one of its primary out
comes is increased graduate employability. However, Piper et al. (2023) argues that WIL, 
specifically in the discipline of Political Studies, prepares students not only for the work
place but also for the world in general.

We adopt a WIL approach as conceptualised by Piper et al. (2023) and Sunnemark 
et al (2024) wherein WIL is not limited to exposing students to the workplace (which 
then makes them more ‘employable’). Instead, we view WIL as encouraging a way of 
thinking that facilitates the production of new knowledge outside the classroom but 
also supplementing and strengthening it. This helps to develop and build graduates 
who are not only ready for the world of work, but the world in general. As Billett 
(2020) clearly outlines, on the one hand there are curriculum considerations for integrat
ing workplace experiences and pedagogic strategies for promoting integration of work
place learning experiences and on the other hand, there are actions that can be taken in 
the design and implementation of vocational education programs that can assist in the 
effective provision and integration of student’s experiences in workplaces. Viewed in 
this way WIL is dynamic and interactive.

WIL in the South African higher education landscape

WIL approaches have for a long time been integrated in South African Universities 
of Technology. Reinard et al (2016, 252)  indicates that many career-focused higher 
education programmes, in traditional universities and universities of technology, 
include some kind of workplace learning, in the form of industrial placements, 
job-shadowing, professional practice to support a professional qualification, tra
ditional ‘sandwich’ courses, specific skills training in particular professions, the 
theoretical application of practical experience in part-time professional courses 
and employer  – or employment-based schemes, such as learnerships.

Within the traditional universities, WIL approaches have mainly been implemented in 
disciplines (such as Education and Health) due to these fields being regarded as ‘professions’. 
As Winberg et al. (2011, 6) indicate, in the South African higher education system, pro
fessional education has been strongly influenced by professional councils, many of which 
contribute to curriculum development and the assessment of students in their respective 
fields. WIL has rarely featured as a strong component in the more academic subjects in tra
ditional universities. Reinhard et al. (2016, 257) indicates that the traditional universities 
have only about 30 percent of students employed in their field in their first year after gradu
ation, in contrast with 70–80 percent of graduates from universities of technology.

This leads to the pertinent question as to how, and why, a WIL approach can be inte
grated into more traditional academic subjects, which do not directly prepare graduates 
for a specific profession (Jonck 2014, 284). This lies at the heart of this article where 
graduates from the academic field of political studies are in focus, coming from a tra
ditional university.

WIL and the UWC context

Given the context of racialised unemployment outlined above, it is important to note that 
the UWC is a Historically Disadvantaged Institution (HDI). Following the Extension of 
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University Education Act of 1959, the university was founded by the South African apart
heid government as an institution designed exclusively for people classified as ‘coloured’. 
While the UWC has grown to firmly establish itself as one of the top South African uni
versities and a producer of world-class teaching and research, it has a student body which 
still faces substantial socio-economic challenges.

The University of the Western Cape is a traditional university comprising seven 
faculties: the Faculty of Arts and Humanities, Faculty of Community Health 
Sciences, Faculty of Dentistry, Faculty of Economic and Management Sciences, 
Faculty of Education, Faculty of Law and Faculty of Natural Sciences (UWC 
2023). Many programmes at the UWC require ‘community service’ or ‘service learn
ing’ by the professional councils linked to the particular discipline. This can be 
regarded as a form of WIL and has a rich history in professional programmes 
such as Physiotherapy, Occupational Therapy, Nursing, Dentistry, Education, 
Accounting and Psychology to name a few. Notably the UWC has updated its 
‘Charter of Graduate Attributes’ (listing the attributes it expects its graduates have 
attained upon graduation) to include Working Integrated Learning as a subheading. 
The charter states ‘graduates should have the ability to link academic knowledge to 
workplace knowledge to expedite the transferability of knowledge and skills across 
contexts’ (UWC 2023).

However, WIL has not been substantively pursued in the social sciences and huma
nities. In fact, the development and inclusion of WIL to form new educational foci in 
the field of Political Studies involved not only an intellectual exercise but also the need 
to navigate numerous complex administrative processes.

Embracing a WIL approach in political studies

A WIL approach evolved organically in the Political Studies Department at UWC, 
moving from a commitment to experiential learning to securing learning opportunities 
outside the classroom which in turn led to Masters-level internships in 2013 being for
mally recognised in our structured Masters programme through an accredited module.

The department’s vision is to cultivate quality graduates who are equipped to engage 
with the complex political challenges of the twenty-first century. The department aims to 
develop students able to construct sophisticated arguments on the basis of thorough 
research, participation in individual and collective processes of problem-solving. Given 
our collective acknowledgement of these goals the department embraced a student- 
centred approach to teaching and learning where we regard students as active agents 
in the learning process. This involves teaching in which students solve problems, 
answer questions, formulate questions of their own, discuss, explain, debate, or brain
storm during class. While initially unfamiliar with WIL as a theory or an approach, a 
natural progression was to provide students with opportunities to learn and develop criti
cal thinking skills outside of the formal classroom through engagement with (and 
working for) organisations.

The department has always focused on experiential learning in the classroom and 
therefore sought to find ways of making the learning process more applied. To this 
end, applied research is a critical component of the curriculum. Research methodology 
is a compulsory module at third year, Honours and Masters level (in the structured 
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programme). The approach taken is to equip students with the tools, support and confi
dence to conduct research. It seeks to do this through demystifying the research process 
by offering insights into how the research process works and providing opportunities to 
learn and gain confidence in developing a research process. Given the goal of providing 
students with opportunities to learn and develop additional critical thinking skills 
through engagement with external organisations, members of the Department of Politi
cal Studies decided to capitalise on relationships that they have with a number of NGOs 
in the Cape Town area for the benefit of their postgraduate students. This arrangement 
which started in 2012 saw postgraduate students intern with NGOs for approximately six 
months. In some cases, they completed a research project of use to the NGO, and that 
also served as a basis for additional research output.

This was an important initiative given the demographic profile of our students and the 
challenges facing students in their search for employment. The work included dealing 
with citizen-based monitoring of government services, participatory action research 
and community-based engagement in the domains of citizenships, gender and violence 
and refugee rights and the provision of social grants. The NGOs were: 

. Black Sash http://www.blacksash.org.za/

. The Catholic Parliamentary Liaison Office (CPLO): http://www.cplo.org.za/

. The Sustainable Livelihoods Foundation (SLF): http://livelihoods.org.za/

. The Voice of African for Change (VAC): http://www.vac-africa.org/

. The Development Action Group (DAG): http://dag.org.za.

All of the chosen organisations did some form of social justice work. The most notable 
collaborative arrangement was with the Catholic Parliamentary Liaison Office (CPLO). 
This relationship was established in 2012. It was agreed that the Political Studies Depart
ment would provide two-three Masters-level interns to the CPLO on an annual basis. The 
CPLO is part of the Southern African Catholic Bishops’ Conference (SACBC). The CPLO 
facilitates and contributes to debates on issues of public policy in areas of political, econ
omic and social concern. The aim of the CPLO is to contribute to the formulation of 
public policy and legislation in South Africa that will most effectively accomplish full 
human development for all people through the application of the principles contained 
in Catholic Social Teaching. The following activities form part of the CPLO programme: 

. Giving recommendations to Parliament on key pieces of legislation.

. Attending parliamentary sessions and meetings.

. Developing and distributing documents and publications on policy and legislative 
issues.

. Holding public fora and roundtable discussions on policy issues.

. Participating in conferences and public debates on policy matters.

. Co-ordinating with other SACBC agencies and other civil society organisations with 
regard to responding to policy matters which concern their constituents.

. Training and assisting African bishops’ conferences to do parliamentary liaison/advo
cacy work.

. Training and assisting other NGOs and church-based organisations to do advocacy.
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As part of the CPLO internship, interns were required to generate at least two briefing 
papers and organise high-level roundtable discussions. In all the internships students 
were exposed to challenging real-world issues. An example of this is the work students 
did for the Black Sash in challenging the allegedly unlawful and fraudulent deductions 
affecting social grant recipients where scores of beneficiaries complained about 
unauthorised monetary deductions from their monthly grant payments (Black Sash 
2022). The work of the interns played a critical role in addressing a major social issue 
that severely affected the lives of many recipients. The research also required students, 
supported by Black Sash fieldworkers, to run participatory workshops in various poor 
communities to explore the impact of the privatisation of the social grant payment 
system in South Africa and resulted in a number of publications (Piper, Bailey, and 
Pasensie 2021, 296).

Importantly, in 2013 this arrangement was formalised so that students doing a struc
tured Masters programme could have their internship accredited as a Masters-level 
module. The module was a semester long and required that students be placed in an 
appropriate internship. It also entailed compiling a portfolio of the work that they did 
as an intern. Students were required to keep a file which chronologically documents 
the work undertaken during the internship programme as well as any written work pro
duced during the internship programme. The examination of the module entailed a 
reflective essay based on the experience of being an intern.

Through the knowledge, experiences and contacts gained during this journey, the 
Political Studies at UWC has built a fully-fledged Masters-level Political Studies in 
Work Integrated Learning in collaboration with University West, Sweden. This has 
not been an easy task since the regulatory process has many requirements. In the 
new Masters programme students will be required to do an internship focused on 
applied research projects conducted in collaboration with selected hosts assessed 
through a course, aligned with the research work, to reflect on the applied research 
experience. The mini-thesis will be based on research conducted during the work pla
cement. In addition, the new Masters programme will include a module on the theory 
of WIL in preparation for work placement. Here students will be expected to identify 
and apply the distinctive features of a Work-Integrated Political Studies research 
project as well as critically evaluate the debates on the conceptualisation and theory 
of Work Integrated Learning in Political Studies. They will also gain insights into 
the history and theory of Work-Integrated Learning and the process of developing, 
and critically reflecting on a WIL research project in Political Studies based on the 
knowledge of principles, cases and best practices.

The students experiences of the internship programme and WIL

The issues above motivated an investigation to understand more fully the experiences of 
our students that participated in an internship programme. The data provides useful 
information on the experiences and insights of those who have been part of the intern
ship programme. Once university ethics approval had been obtained, an email setting out 
the aims of the research was sent to all former CPLO interns. Informed consent was 
obtained from all participants. Information was collected from eleven (11) former post
graduate students that were placed as interns at the CPLO. The respondents completed 
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an on-line form questionnaire survey, primarily consisting of open-ended qualitative 
oriented questions and responses concerning, internship experiences, career trajectories, 
as well as positive and critical reflections of the internship programme.

Participants were asked whether there were any negative aspects in their internship 
experience and to explain what these were. Only one student mentioned organisational 
challenges which occurred during her internship: 

The organization was going through an organizational crisis wherein collegiality among the 
staff was compromised. This made it difficult to work across different projects and reporting 
lines.

Another mentioned time management and logistical challenges: 

With any role challenges are an inevitable part- frustrations with trying to get hold of speak
ers for events, navigating team dynamics and coping with the work-life balance was tricky 
but not impossible. In many ways it strengthened my ability to adapt and provided me with 
capacities to work within various team structures with a variety of high-demand 
environments.

Some students indicated that they would have preferred a longer internship. 

A longer internship would have been great. To ensure that even more experience and exper
tise, under the leadership and guidance of lecturers and hosts, is created to add to a student’s 
list of experience.

Just that the internships should probably at least be a year, for sufficient integration, learning 
and skills development.

Key themes that emerged from a student perspective were enhanced employability, 
personal development, networking opportunities and improved knowledge and under
standing of research. Overall, most respondents agreed that the internship provided 
them with a point of entry into a career path that otherwise would not have been as 
easily accessible. While these aspects are largely interconnected, in the section below 
we describe them under separate subheadings.

Work experience

Wait and Cookie (2016, 283) argue that participation in WIL increases potential employ
ment prospects because it provides them with relevant work experience. This is also 
reflected in the results. When asked to reflect on how the internship assisted in their 
career paths, some of the respondents stated: 

Most jobs require you to have experience and the internship ensured that I had the relevant 
experience.

Going out to work after completing your degree is not easy because experience is always 
required. The internship ensured that we had the necessary experience and were able to 
apply.

It has definitely prepared me for the ‘real’ world of work. The experience gained during the 
internship has ensured that I was able to get a job in research that required experience. Most 
jobs require you to have experience and the internship ensured that I had the relevant 
experience.

10 P. CHERREL ET AL.



Learning to shift from a strictly academic mentality towards a working context is something 
that I needed to gain and this is where it started.

It was a good opportunity to understand the practical requirements of a workplace in 
relation to the professional and academic training from university.

It was a good opportunity to understand the practical requirements of a workplace in 
relation to the professional and academic training from university.

Enhanced employability

The respondents confirmed that workplace experience was vital when they were looking 
to secure employment. As an additional dimension, the findings suggest that the gradu
ates were able to make an informed decision regarding the career path best suited for 
them based on their experience gained through the internship. When asked to explain 
how the internship affected their career path and the benefits thereof, some of the respon
dents stated: 

… without my internship term I may not have truly come to understand which space best 
suited my career path.

I found this instrumental for me as a young researcher trying to discern what kind of career I 
wanted and how I could structure my future research to have the most social impact as 
possible.

It provided a clear path of where I wanted to work and how I would use my research skills 
effectively.

It provided me with research exposure which I think made it easier to secure subsequent 
employment. It also confirmed that I wanted to be in a research environment. It also 
equipped me to grapple with various topics rather than being a ‘specialist’. This has assisted 
as I know find myself working across Standing Committees.

The internship provided effective career preparation as the graduates were able to enter 
the workplace with a clear sense of their professional identity. The findings presented 
above suggest that the internship helped to alleviate anxiety for graduates when they 
were deciding on their career path.

Personal development

Several respondents described their internship as a ‘time of tremendous growth’ in terms 
of their professional and personal development. For example, they indicated: 

It was a time of tremendous growth.

I found the work very rewarding on a personal level.

One respondent specifically noted the following: 

I grew immensely from the experience; it forced me to work on my confidence, as I had to 
engage with new and diverse groups of people and had to learn to articulate myself better. 
The internship also enhanced my research and writing skills, and project management 
skills – which form an intrinsic part of my current job. As a whole, the internship helped 
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me learn a lot about myself and caused me to grow in how I engage with the world around 
me.

When asked to reflect on how the internship assisted in the graduates’ university 
research, the respondents stated that: 

It provided me with a platform to bounce off ideas with junior and senior researchers that 
could challenge my assumptions in my studies and allow me intellectual engagement that 
was necessary to further my thinking.

It assisted in my ability to think critically about topical issues and how to engage with 
people/organisations and come to resolution/possible solutions.

The findings suggest that the internship provided the graduates with a comprehensive 
skill set including both personal and professional attributes that produce well-rounded 
individuals.

The importance of networking

Experience at an employer allows students access to unique networking opportunities, 
which then proves useful as they enter the workforce as well-rounded potential employ
ees (Wong and Hoskins 2022, 91). The findings show that although the graduates were 
first exposed to potential employers through the Political Studies department, they were 
able to broaden their network base and make genuine connections within their placed 
organisation. Specifically, one respondent mentioned: 

It allowed me access to a network of non-governmental organisations, researchers and 
Members of Parliament that developed my communication and community of engagement.

Colleagues I met during the internship have served as references when I have applied for 
other internships and jobs without a lot of the connections, mentoring and development 
the internship provided me with I would not have been led along the path I now find 
myself on.

Many of those connections still remain to this day (9 years later) and have been intellectual 
sounding boards when I’ve faced the ever-common writing block or struggled to understand 
how to translate policy into knowledge that can be consumed by a variety of audiences.

It also highlights that the graduates were able to utilise their internships as the basis for 
obtaining reference letters outlining their work experience and vouching for them as being 
responsible individuals. In addition to work experience, having a credible referee is a criti
cal component of gaining access to the world of work. When the respondents were asked to 
explain the importance of the internship in terms of their career trajectory, most men
tioned the importance of networking and developing industry connections that would 
not have been possible without the internship. Another respondent stated: 

I’m confident that without a lot of the connections, mentoring and development the intern
ship provided me with I would not have been led along the path I now find myself on. It was 
an eye-opener and a key step to advance my thinking, studies and career.

One respondent mentioned that, 

The contacts made and insight of the Parliamentary work and role of NGOs and civil society 
has all come together to provide me with a solid foundation.
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Knowledge and learning through WIL

The students were able to reflect on theoretical knowledge learnt in the classroom while 
engaging with their practical skills obtained in the workplace. Wait and Cookie (2016, 
280) assert that a student who is critically and attentively engaged in a WIL programme 
will be able to deploy the theoretical knowledge learnt in the classroom while engaging 
with the practical skills obtained in the workplace. Notably the experience from CPLO as 
a workplace sharpened their research skills: 

… in addition to my own research project, it really helped me understand and reflect better 
on the South African political context at the time.

It also equipped me to grapple with various topics … 

… it provided me with a platform to bounce off ideas with junior and senior researchers that 
could challenge my assumptions in my studies and allow me intellectual engagement that 
was necessary to further my thinking.

It also served as a place in which my writing abilities were nurtured and my ability to com
municate evidence into policy was furthered.

Although the research I worked on during my internship was not directly related to my 
Masters research topic, the process of doing research and writing as part of the internship 
helped develop my skills; which contributed to writing my research paper.

My thesis research was on housing, and I was able to do some research on housing policies, 
attend a couple of parliamentary committee meetings on housing policy and write a briefing 
paper with one of the researchers there.

The research I was doing at university contributed to my experience at CPLO and my time 
at CPLO also helped my academic research.

Reflective lessons learned

This study illustrates the development and implementation of a WIL approach. While the 
insights provided are not new, what is important is the fact that the students valued the 
internship experience in a discipline where the career options are not well-defined or 
governed by a professional body. More broadly, a practice that grew organically in the 
Political Studies Department over the period of more than a decade, demonstrates that 
WIL can be implemented in a discipline such as Political Studies. Indeed, not only can 
the Social Sciences and Humanities benefit from adopting a WIL approach, but 
models of WIL can benefit from not being restricted to particular disciplines and insti
tutional types. The questioning nature of such disciplines, as opposed to the technical 
nature typical of WIL programmes, can add much-needed nuance to these models. 
This in turn can contribute to dealing with some of the vexing challenges plaguing 
many societies.

As Piper, Bailey, and Pasensie (2021, 296) argue, WIL can reinforce active citizenship 
because active citizenship can be built through the strategic use of WIL programs to 
conduct community-based research or community engagement activities. As the intern
ships described in this study, the arrangement was of mutual benefit to all parties. The 
NGOs were able to access research support and other assistance from the students, 
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depending on the context. The students enhanced their knowledge base, received work 
exposure, the opportunity to network and in some cases data and research material 
for their thesis. Thus, the nascent WIL programme in the Political Studies Department 
simultaneously strengthened the capacity of the CPLO receiving our students and pro
vided real-world experience to our senior students.

It is envisaged that many benefits will flow from the new Masters in Political Studies 
with Work-Based Learning. It has developed consciously a strong vocational link for Pol
itical Studies postgraduate students preferring a more applied research trajectory. The 
Masters in Political Studies with Work-Based Learning will connect Political Studies 
postgraduates with the world of work, with significant potential benefits in terms of aca
demic growth, personal, career, skill and social development. This aligns with the 
growing recognition of the importance of WIL and work-based learning as an approach 
to higher education with multiple benefits for students and society. The department aims 
to bring some of these benefits to this Masters in Political Studies including improving 
the academic performance of students, empowering students in the development of 
soft skills such as organisational ability, communication skills, teamwork, leadership 
and co-operation and providing enhanced career paths for students. This is in line 
with the recognition of the positive benefits of work-based learning contained in the 
Higher Education Qualification Framework of 2007. The Centre for Higher Education’s 
(CHE) Good Practice Guide (2012:1) states, ‘University teachers should be concerned to 
ensure that the students that graduate from their programmes are prepared for the world 
in which they will live and work’.

Developing a master’s programme in political studies with work-based 
learning

As an important outcome, the WIL approach evolved organically in the political studies 
department moving from a commitment to experiential learning to securing learning 
opportunities outside the classroom. This ultimately paved the way for the development 
of an entirely new Masters programme, called Masters in Political Studies with Work- 
Based Learning. Through a close formal bilateral collaboration with University West 
in Sweden, initiated in 2018, the academic staff from the two universities worked to 
jointly develop a collaborative master’s programme with a distinct WIL profile. Since 
WIL was not an acknowledged academic field on its own, it was a time-consuming 
bureaucratic process to formally establish the programme with its WIL content. After 
being accepted, it was required by the Council on Higher Education, that the programme 
is called Masters in Political Studies with Work-Based Learning. The programme will be 
implemented in 2025. The new programme will require research placement by Masters 
candidates with host organisations in civil society and government that do explicitly pol
itical research. The research that the students do will be directed to the needs of the host 
as well as forming the basis of the student dissertation.

Conclusion

The students in this study saw their internship as a vital stepping-stone in facilitating 
future employment and developing them academically. More broadly, WIL not only 
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assists students with gaining work experience, it develops and challenges them helping to 
produce well rounded individuals. The knowledge and experiences gained from this 
study demonstrates that WIL is beneficial for students located in the Social Sciences 
and Humanities. WIL is not just for students with professional degrees from universities 
of technology and those governed by professional bodies. The fact that universities (and 
disciplines such as Political Studies) offer a broad and critical education, does not mean 
that WIL should not be considered as feasible. The Social Sciences and Humanities 
should not shy away from developing formally constituted WIL programmes and/or rig
orous research-based internship programmes. As Winberg et al. (2011, 65) aptly explain: 

A university education is not about job training, and the WIL curriculum should not be dic
tated by economic or narrow workplace interests. Instead, the university must be (as it 
always has been) responsive to society and responsive to the needs of students to become 
productive members of society. Beyond that, part of the mission of higher education has 
also been to look beyond immediate problems and to prepare students to change and 
improve existing practices, not merely to adapt to the world as they find it.

As Winberg et al. (2011, 7) argues programmes offered by traditional universities that 
do not take into account graduates’ career trajectories need to consider issues of citizen
ship, graduateness and employability (without succumbing to ‘vocational drift’).

We have no doubt that we will learn many new lessons as we implement this pro
gramme in the field of Political Studies, at a traditional academically-oriented university. 
However, we feel that we should challenge ourselves since WIL-infused curricula and 
assessment practices can empower and equip a broader spectrum of graduates. A WIL 
approach and related practices can, and perhaps often should, be embedded in the 
Social Sciences and Humanities given the benefits for all stakeholders and society. Impor
tantly, it is useful to view WIL as far more than a ‘bridging mechanism’ but an overall 
approach. Understanding the transformative potential of WIL offers powerful benefits 
to graduates and a valuable contribution to curriculum reform and design.

Notes

1. While the department has adopted a broad WIL approach, the new Masters programme is 
called Masters in Political Studies with Work-Based Learning as was required by the Council 
on Higher Education.

2. While the CPLO internship programme may resume, it was stopped as a result of the Covid- 
19 pandemic.

Acknowledgements

The authors acknowledge the informants who provided useful data about their experiences. Ethics 
approval was obtained from the Human Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee (HSSREC), 
University of the Western Cape. Reference Number: HS22/9/23. Project Title: Reflections on a 
Nascent Work Integrated Learning (WIL) program at the Political Studies Department, University 
of the Western Cape.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

STUDIES IN CONTINUING EDUCATION 15



ORCID

Cherrel Africa http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6851-2438

References

Bahl, Anke, and Agnes Dietzen. 2019. “Work-Based Learning as a Pathway to Competence-Based 
Education.” Management.

Baldry, Kim. 2016. “Graduate Unemployment in South Africa: Social Inequality Reproduced.” 
Journal of Education and Work 29 (7): 788–812.

Billett, Stephen. 2020. Learning in the Workplace: Strategies for Effective Practice. London. 
Routledge.

Black Sash. 2022. Hands off Our Grants: Defending the Constitutional Right to Social Protection. 
Lynne Rienner Publishers.

Bradley, Alex, Freya Beevers-Cowling, Chloe Norton, Caprice Hill, Bethan Pelopida, and Martyn 
Quigley. 2021. “Falling at the First Hurdle: Undergraduate Students’ Readiness to Navigate the 
Graduate Recruitment Process.” Studies in Higher Education 46 (9): 1827–1838.

Jonck, Petra. 2014. “The Mitigating Effect of Work-Integrated Learning on Graduate Employment 
in South Africa.” Africa Education Review 11 (3): 277–291.

Kolb, David. 1984. Experiential Learning. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.
Pather, Subethra. 2019. UWC First Year Experience: Series 1 First-Year Students’ Profiles, Pre-Entry 

Attributes & Expectations of University Studies. Office of the DVC: Academic. University of the 
Western Cape.

Piper, Laurence, Sondre Bailey, and Robyn Pasensie. 2021. “Civic Engagement Through Work- 
Integrated Learning: Reflections from Community-Based Research on Social Grants in South 
Africa.” In Teaching Civic Engagement Globally, edited by Elizabeth Matto, Alison 
McCartney, Elizabeth Bennion, Alasdair Blair, Taiyi Sun, and Michele Whitehead, 295–310. 
Washington: American Political Science Association.

Piper, Laurence, Karl Dahlquist, Fredrik Sunnemark, and Per Assmo. 2023. “Rethinking WIL for 
an Academic Discipline: The Model of Work Integrated Political Studies (WIPS).” Cogent 
Education 10 (1): 2191397.

Reinhard, Karin, Anna Pogrzeba, Rosemary Townsend, and Carver Albertus Pop. 2016. “A 
Comparative Study of Cooperative Education and Work-Integrated Learning in Germany, 
South Africa, and Namibia.” Asia-Pacific Journal of Cooperative Education 17 (3): 249–263.

Schon, Donald A. 1983. The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action. New York: 
Basic Books.

Statistics South Africa. 2022a. Quarterly Labour Force Survey Quarter 2: 2022. Statistical Release 
P0211. Statistics South Africa. Accessed November 30, 2022. Quarterly Labour Force Survey 
(QLFS) – Q2:2022 | Statistics South Africa (statssa.gov.za).

Statistics South Africa. 2022b. Marginalised Groups Series V: The Social Profile of the Youth, 
2014–2020. Statistics South Africa. Accessed November 30, 2022. youth | Search Results | 
Statistics South Africa (statssa.gov.za).

Sunnemark, Ludvig, Fredrik Sunnemark, Karl Dahlquist, Emil Gahnström, Per Assmo, and 
Laurence Piper. 2024. “Bridging theory and Practice Through Work-Integrated Learning 
(WIL): Critical Perspectives on the Conceptualisations of WIL at a University in Sweden.” 
Critical Studies in Education 65 (4): 403–420.

University of the Western Cape. 2023. UWC Charter of Graduate Attributes and Strategic Plan for 
Teaching and Learning. http://www.uwc.ac.za.

Wait, Marius, and Govender Cookie. 2016. “Multi-stakeholder Work Integrated Learning Model 
for Higher Education – A Transdisciplinary Approach.” South African Journal of Higher 
Education 30 (2): 279–293.

Winberg, Christine, Penelope Engel-Hills, James Garraway, and Cecila Jacobs. 2011. “Work- 
Integrated Learning: Good Practice Guide – HE Monitor No. 12.” Council on Higher 
Education (CHE).

16 P. CHERREL ET AL.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6851-2438
http://www.uwc.ac.za


Wong, Billy, and Kate Hoskins. 2022. “Ready, Set, Work? Career Preparations of Final-Year Non- 
Traditional University Students.” Higher Education Pedagogies 7 (1): 88–106.

Yorke, Mantz. 2006. Employability in Higher Education: What it is-What it is Not. Vol. 1. York: 
Higher Education Academy.

STUDIES IN CONTINUING EDUCATION 17


	Abstract
	Introduction
	The scope of the study
	The context of graduate unemployment in South Africa
	What is WIL?
	WIL in the South African higher education landscape
	WIL and the UWC context
	Embracing a WIL approach in political studies
	The students experiences of the internship programme and WIL
	Work experience
	Enhanced employability
	Personal development
	The importance of networking
	Knowledge and learning through WIL
	Reflective lessons learned

	Developing a master’s programme in political studies with work-based learning
	Conclusion
	Notes
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	ORCID
	References

