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This paper describes the design, implementation and impact of a non-placement WIL project, focusing on the 

development of students’ responsible leadership competencies through a third-year undergraduate unit – 

Responsible Leadership.  In response to the COVID-19 pandemic the WIL project pivoted from face to face delivery 

to online.  The WIL project was designed to provide engagement with a local non-government organization and 

enable the co-development of authentic learning experiences with the industry partner.  Findings from the 

comparison of pre- and post-semester CARL (Competency Assessment of Responsible Leadership) online surveys 

of 107 students showed increases in the development of ethics and values; self-awareness and systems 

understanding as well as an increase in their knowledge and attitude  action domains.  With industry support to 

implement a systems approach to a non-placement WIL project, an impactful transition to the online environment 

was achieved.   
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In a strongly connected and integrated world, the impacts of COVID-19 are being felt beyond the health 

sector.  The disease is affecting the functioning of global supply chains (McKibbin & Fernando, 2020), 

business models (Ritter & Pedderson, 2020) and the way people live and work.  For the education sector 

COVID-19 has forced many universities to cancel or postpone campus events such as workshops, 

teaching, conferences and other activities.  While online teaching is not a new mode of delivery for 

many academics and students, the shift from face-to-face to solely online has been a steep learning 

curve.  The transition to online has raised questions about the capability of some staff to deal with 

existing technology (Lee, 2020).  It has also highlighted gaps in university infrastructure and resources 

to support online teaching with immediate effect (Dill et al.,  2020), as well as putting added pressure 

on those students who do not have access to computers or internet services at home (Sahu, 2020).  In 

addition to these operational challenges, some scholars and experts are predicting that COVID-19 will 

have a negative effect on the mental and psychological health of students and university staff (Sahu, 

2020).  Given that research has found mental health to be part of a person’s wellbeing and is closely 

connected to the academic success of students (Dalky & Gharaibeh, 2018), the flow on effect from 

COVID-19 may have an even greater negative impact on the academic success of students.  As such 

there are calls to strengthen the teaching practices in the curriculum to make it more responsive to the 

learning needs of students (Toquero, 2020).   

The higher education sector is facing unprecedented challenges in the way it teaches, researches and 

engages with stakeholders.  While COVID-19 began to spread across each country, more and more 

organizations including universities have responded by way of changing their products, services or 

approaches to operating.  This paper presents an approach to a non-placement work-integrated 

learning (WIL) embedded project in a third year undergraduate unit, Responsible Leadership.  The 

approach developed to embed the non-placement WIL project, enabled a smooth transition for the 
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delivery of the unit from pre-COVID-19 (face-to-face delivery) to the COVID-19 context (online 

delivery).  The approach adopted follows a student centred strategy, is grounded in the principles of 

connectivism (Siemans, 2014) and considers guidelines for designing teaching and learning in a digital 

age (Bates, 2018).   

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Responsible Leadership  

A responsible leader is a person who reconciles “the idea of effectiveness with the idea of corporate 

responsibility by being an active citizen and promoting active citizenship inside and outside the 

organization” (Pless, 2007, p. 450).  Responsible leadership has been advocated as a response to the 

perceived deficiencies in existing leadership frameworks and theories, to individual, organizational 

and systemic scandals, and to new and emerging social, ethical and environmental challenges (Maak 

& Pless, 2006).  Pless (2007) defines responsible leadership as: 

Values-based and thorough ethical principles-driven relationship between leaders and 

stakeholders who are connected through a shared sense of meaning and purpose through which 

they raise one another to higher levels of motivation and commitment for achieving sustainable 

values creation and social change (p. 438).  

While definitions of responsible leadership differ, scholars do agree that the nature of responsible 

leadership shifts views of the goals of an organization from a ‘profit centred’ or ‘shareholder’ 

perspective to an approach which considers all possible stakeholders and the common good (Maak & 

Pless, 2006; Voegtlin et al., 2012).   

Previous research has identified several benefits to a responsible leadership approach including 

building social capital, sustainable business practice, and consideration of the common good through 

the creation of value networks (Maak, 2007), while also playing a critical role in the retention of 

employees (Doh et al., 2011).  The findings of previous research (Haque et al., 2017) suggest that 

organizations should consider responsible leadership capability building of managers in order to better 

motivate their employees, lower turnover intentions and increase organizational commitment.   

Given the potential in responsible leadership approaches, organizations, managers and trainers began 

to look at management scholars for a way of translating the concept and approach into practice.  Muff 

et al. (2020) consolidated the discourse on responsible leadership into an operationalised definition and 

an online tool for testing a person’s responsible leadership competencies.  This tool can be used for 

“systematically analysing and developing responsible leadership competencies for individuals, groups, 

both in business and educational practices” (Muff et al., 2020, p. 1).  The author’s review of the literature 

identified five competency dimensions of responsible leadership: (1) creating, managing and securing 

good relations with multiple stakeholders; (2) ethically correct and values-based behaviour; (3) a 

continuously developed self-awareness; (4) good understanding of the interdependencies of a larger 

system; and (5) the ability to lead change and innovation towards sustainable development.   

These competencies were then developed into a two dimensional framework by considering the 

question: what are the relevant domains of action? while also intersecting with the work of Datar et al. 

(2010) who identified three action domains: knowing, doing and being (Muff et al., 2020).  Muff et al. 

(2020) developed the responsible leadership grid which after prototyping and further review of 

literature, resulted in 15 aspects of responsible leadership overall, and three identified sub-
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competencies of each of the 15 aspects, that resulted in 45 sub-competencies across the whole 

responsible leadership grid (Muff et al., 2020).  In an effort to reduce social desirability concerns, the 

authors used smart technology to turn these 45 sub-competencies into 45 questions carefully selected 

to measure each of the competencies and action domains and to provide a comprehensive report 

outlining mastery levels ranging from (1) competency is underdeveloped and there is significant 

opportunity for improvement to (4) competency appears very mature and well developed (Muff et al., 

2020).  This report provides respondents with an indication of their levels of mastery and areas of 

improvement.  In an educational context, this report can enable students to assess and self-generate 

their responsible leadership profile before and after a course or intervention, and provide educators 

with the ability to generate responsible leadership profiles and development progress at multiple 

intervals for students across courses, programs or entire degrees (Muff et al., 2020).   

Moral Imagination 

One of the challenges faced by responsible leaders is the balancing of societal, corporate and personal 

values.  To navigate this challenge and find a balance between these three sometimes different values, 

it is suggested that moral imagination can be used by responsible leaders.  Moral imagination is the 

capacity to ‘think outside the box’, challenge one’s operative mental models of the world and develop 

new ways of framing ethical problems (Johnson, 1993; Maak & Pless, 2006; Werhane, 1999).   

The concept of moral imagination is not new but has received new scholarly interest for its capacity to 

develop more responsible leaders.  Werhane (1999) proposes a three stage process for developing moral 

imagination which includes: reproductive imagination, an awareness of the situation and personal 

mental models (stage 1); productive imagination, assessing and challenging existing mental models 

(stage 2) and finally, creative imagination (stage 3) which is concerned with free reflection in order to 

enable one to “envision and actualize novel, morally justifiable possibilities" and to answer moral 

questions (p. 105).  Essentially being a morally imaginative person includes the capacity and willingness 

to self-reflect about oneself and one’s situation, being capable in imagining new possibilities, the ability 

to evaluate the original context, one’s dominating mental models, and the new possibilities from a 

moral point of view (Werhane, 2008).  In an educational context, Popa and Enlow (2007) argue that 

fostering moral imagination in leadership students “requires re-conceptualizing and applying ethical 

theory and leadership practice with curriculum that does not merely attach ethics as a mere appendage 

to leadership development, but with critical thinking content and practice opportunities that become 

the very essence of leadership” (p. 2).  As such it is important to embed these three concepts (responsible 

leadership, moral imagination and ethics) within leadership courses as well as a focus on developing 

practice opportunities for skill development.   

Non-Placement Work-Integrated Learning Model 

WIL is an umbrella term for a range of approaches that aim to connect the theory and practice of 

work within the curriculum (Patrick et al., 2008).  There are a number of variables that can be 

considered when classifying WIL activities.  Variables can include location (on or off campus), length 

of the activity (placement hours), whether academic credit is given for participation, the extent of 

community or industry engagement, or the purpose of the activity (Rowe et al., 2012).  More broadly, 

WIL models and structures can be categorised into ‘placement’ and ‘non-placement WIL’.  WIL 

placements include activities such as internships and practicums where a student gains experience in 

a workplace setting.  Non-placement WIL includes simulations and industry based projects where a 

student connects with industry in an authentic learning experience in a campus setting (Jackson et al., 
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2017).  Both aim to increase a student’s employability through the development of a professional 

repertoire of skills or capabilities (Jackson et al., 2017; Pilgrim, 2012).   

With a number of universities increasing their commitment to WIL, augmented by the national strategy 

for WIL (Universities Australia & Australian Collaborative Education Network, 2015), “the percentage 

of students afforded the opportunity of placement remains relatively low” (Kaider et al., 2017, p. 154).  

Some disciplines such as medicine, law and education have a strong tradition of offering placements, 

however for other disciplines such as business, fewer or no such opportunities exist (Hains-Wessen & 

Campbell, 2014; Kaider et al., 2017).  Therefore, alternative models to the traditional WIL placement 

approach are gaining appeal.  Alternative non-placement WIL activities can cater for different student 

motivations and capabilities and different university resourcing priorities (Pilgrim, 2012).  It is 

anticipated that non-placement WIL approaches will become ever more common in light of the recent 

COVID-19 crisis and the resourcing constraints placed on universities.  However, the need for capable 

and adaptable graduates with the skills to “hit the ground running” upon graduation will still be 

needed by organizations. 

One of the concerns of practitioners with this shift to non-placement WIL models is the importance of 

ensuring that non placement WIL experiences are ‘authentic’.  According to Kaider et al. (2017) 

authenticity is about ensuring that the learning and assessment of learning are transformed into tasks 

that closely reflect real world tasks.  Some of the characteristics of authentic assessment found to be 

common include: real world problems that mimic the work of professionals, open ended inquiry and 

thinking skills, engaging students in discourse and social learning, and empowering students through 

choice to direct their own learning (Rule, 2006).  In addition, the use of reflective practice in WIL has 

been found to be integral to developing employability skills (Moon, 2013; Ryan, 2013).  In support of 

the above arguments, a national study on the impact of WIL on employability conducted by Ferns et 

al. (2014) identified several key factors as essential to obtaining quality outcomes in WIL.  These factors 

include: authenticity of the WIL activity; preparation and induction processes for both students and 

hosts; access to and quality of supervision through the WIL activity; alignment of WIL activity and 

assessments to WIL appropriate learning outcomes with scaffolded skill development and robust 

feedback; and a facilitated debriefing session for students that enables reflection on the experience and 

an opportunity to consider areas of strength and areas for further development (Ferns et al., 2014).  Each 

of these factors together with the embedding of responsible leadership, ethics and moral imagination 

were fundamental to the development of the non-placement WIL experience in the third year unit 

which forms the focus of this research.   

CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND 

Designing the Curriculum to Embed Work-Integrated Learning 

The unit, Responsible Leadership, is a third year undergraduate unit offered at the University of 

Wollongong.  Two significantly important leadership concepts (responsible leadership and moral 

imagination) were brought together to provide students with the opportunity to develop these 

areas through a non-placement WIL industry project.  The teaching approach has been influenced 

by Popa and Enlow’s (2007) recommendations of embedding critical thinking content with practice 

opportunities by bringing industry into the classroom in a collaborative embedded non placement WIL 

project.  To achieve this process, a model was developed for visualising and implementing the approach 

whereby the WIL project was viewed as the linchpin that provided students the opportunity to develop 
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and enact responsible leadership and moral imagination competencies.  This visualisation is presented 

in Figure 1. 

FIGURE 1: Teaching approach pre-COVID- 19 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The WIL industry project has been developed on principles of ‘authenticity’, reflection and feedback 

(Ferns et al., 2014; Kaider et al., 2017; Ryan, 2013).  The assessment was authentic in that it required 

students to apply their disciplinary learning, act as professional consultants on a project for a real host 

organization and industry partner.  Students were given a real-world inquiry problem and had to use 

their higher order thinking skills to research, reflect, analyse and synthesise data to solve a problem for 

the host organization.  Students were provided access to the industry partner by way of live zoom 

sessions that also facilitated the feedback process through a debriefing session enabling further 

reflection on their experience (Ferns et al., 2014; Kaider et al., 2017; Ryan, 2013).  Reflection was not only 

built into the specific WIL industry project but also through each of the live tutorial sessions, peer 

evaluations and group work.  The original method for teaching the unit was face-to-face lectures (2 

hours) and a tutorial (1 hour) each week.  In line with the university framework for WIL (Dean et al., 

2019) the project fitted with the embedded WIL project approach by working with an industry partner 

to develop an industry project.  Initially, plans were made for the industry representative to attend one 

lecture to present relevant information about their organization and programs they offer.  This was 

followed by instruction to students on the industry based project report to be completed for assessment 

task two.   

Formative assessment was embedded throughout the course through short summaries of the key points 

in each session, analysing and responding to written discussion board questions, and via strategic 

questioning in live tutorials.  There were three formal summative assessment tasks aligned with the 

learning outcomes of the unit.  The second assessment task, worth 30% of the final grade of the unit 

was developed as an industry based project.  The assessment task, titled ‘Responsible Leadership in 

Action’, involved a team of students working together and acting as a consultant to the host 

organization by conducting research and in the process of doing so developed their responsible 

leadership skills.  Each of the organization’s programs address an underlying social, economic and or 

environmental cause of health inequality.  With an understanding of the United Nations 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (introduced in the unit content) students were tasked with conducting an analysis 

on the ways in which their chosen program (choice of 3) contributed to the targets identified within the 

sustainable development goals.  In addition to this analysis students were also asked to make 

recommendations on how the organization could continue to enhance responsible leadership through 

social innovation, basing their response on theories introduced in the unit, to support their 

recommendations.   
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The following sections describe the methods used to pivot the unit to online delivery and the tool used 

to measure the cohorts development of responsible leadership competencies.   

METHOD 

Critical Reflection 

Reflection in education is important for both teachers’ and students’ learning.  For lecturers, critical 

reflection can provide links between what is to be taught and achieved, and what is needed to improve 

student learning.  Donald Schon (1983) argues that effective practitioners continually reflect on 

experiences and learn from them.  Referring to this approach as ‘reflection in action’ the author argues 

reflection develops practitioners as researchers in practice where reflection takes place on time so that 

there is still time to benefit and change the situation (Schon, 1983).  This process has been recognised in 

the learning teaching literature as good pedagogical practice for professional development.  When 

COVID-19 impacted on the face-to-face delivery of this unit, considerable time was spent on reflecting 

what would be best for all stakeholders with an online delivery.  The Competency Assessment for 

Responsible Leadership (CARL survey) assisted in this process of reflection.  The CARL survey results 

provided information about the cohort’s gaps in knowledge, skills and attitudes.  Following what Schon 

(1983) calls ‘reflection in action’, content relevant to filling these gaps was embedded so that students 

could benefit from, and have opportunities to develop, their responsible leadership competencies.  

Thus, by critically reflecting upon the results of the CARL survey and how the current crisis might 

affect the learning process, the system was designed for adapting the WIL project to the online 

environment.  The process of adapting to online delivery and engaging students is described further in 

the Findings section under Adapting to Online WIL.  

The CARL Survey 

To examine the impact of the embedded non-placement WIL project on students’ responsible 

leadership competencies, the CARL (Competency Assessment for Responsible Leadership) survey 

(Muff et al., 2020) was adopted to assess students’ pre- and post-WIL project responsible leadership 

competencies.  Ethics approval was obtained to survey the student cohort (reference number is 

2020/70).  After a comprehensive review of the corporate social responsibility and leadership literature, 

the authors developed a two-dimensional framework of responsible leadership with five competency 

dimensions. These dimensions include: creating, managing and securing good relations with multiple 

stakeholders; ethically correct and values-based behavior;; continuously developed self-awareness; 

good understanding of the interdependencies of a larger system, and the ability to lead change and 

innovation towards sustainable development. These are combined with three action-domains: 

knowing, doing and being (Muff et al., 2020, p. 8). Each competency dimension, for each action-domain, 

incorporates three sub-competencies that provide an overall responsible leadership grid of 45 sub-

competencies (Muff, 2016).  These 45 sub competencies are described in detail in Table 8 of Muff et al.’s 

(2020) paper on how to apply responsible leadership theory in practice.  After prototyping, testing, 

expert review and beta-testing for calibration, the responsible leadership framework was 

operationalised in an online questionnaire called the CARL survey.  The CARL survey was adopted as 

it was a comprehensive tool that was found after a thorough literature and internet search that provided 

an overall assessment of responsible leadership and had also been robustly tested and calibrated. 
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The CARL survey provides responses on each sub-competency (five competencies by three sub-

competencies each) scaled for each three action-domains, with each action-domain of knowing, doing 

and being, represented on a scale of “mature” (scale = 4), “developed” (scale = 3), “in development” 

(scale = 2), “underdeveloped” (scale = 1) and “missing” (scale = 0).  

The maximum raw overall responsible leadership score across all competencies is 60 (15 times 

maximum score of 4).  The total maximum calibrated overall score is 100 (minimum = 0), as each of the 

three action-domain scores are weighted: “knowing” action domain is weighted by 1.25, “doing” action 

domain is weighted by 1.65, and “being” action domain is weighted by 2.10.  An example of the result 

of the adjustment and calibrations is provided in Table 1. 

TABLE 1: Competency and domain scaling for CARL survey 

Degree of mastery (columns) 

Competency dimensions 

(rows) 

Knowing 

(Knowledge) 

Doing 

(Skills) 

Being 

(Attitudes) 

Stakeholder relations 4 4 4 

Ethics and values 4 4 4 

Self-awareness 4 4 4 

Systems understanding 4 4 4 

Change and innovation 4 4 4 

 20 20 20 

Weighting: x 1.25 x 1.65 x 2.1 

Adjusted score: 25 33 42 

CARL score: 100 

The CARL survey allows individuals to self-generate their own responsible leadership profile as well 

as generate a cohort profile of any specific group of individuals.  The CARL survey was used to enable 

individual students’ to generate their own responsible leadership profile before the start, and at 

completion, of the unit.  It also was used to provide a cohort profile of the entire class responsible 

leadership competencies both pre- and post the non-placement WIL activity.  Students were provided 

with a group code so that all responses were collated into an overall profile that enabled an 

understanding of the cohorts’ competencies.  There were a total of 113 students enrolled after census 

date, comprising 92 domestic students and 21 international students, enrolled at several campus 

locations including Bega, Southern Sydney, South Western Sydney and Wollongong.  A total of 107 

students completed the CARL survey which equates to a 94% response rate.  A summary of the 

students’ overall cohort scores was emailed to the lead author at the completion of the pre-test and then 

again at the completion of the post-test survey.   

ADAPTING TO ONLINE WORK-INTEGRATED LEARNING 

The following analysis is the lead author’s process of adapting for online delivery and engaging 

students.  Hence it is written in first person.  When COVID-19 began to significantly impact on my 

capacity to teach face-to-face I was able to pivot my approach to the online environment.  This required 

not only more online resources and time for students, the lecturer and the industry partner, but it 

required me to rethink my approach to teaching so as to ensure that in an uncertain climate I could 

foster real connections between all three vital parties (university, student and industry).  Given that 

COVID-19 had not only impacted upon my way of working, I recognised that COVID-19 was changing 

both people’s way of life and also students’ motivation.  It was challenging our work life balance with 
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many people working from home and for many students I knew this would result in incurring financial 

and potential mental health distress (Sahu, 2020).  I, therefore, decided that the new approach to this 

unit would be founded on the principles of a student centred approach, connectivism and building a 

community of inquiry.  This enabled me to view the teaching approach as a system through which 

feedback with the environment would evolve with the changes occuring.  This shifted my initial view 

of the WIL project as the linchpin bringing together the concepts of responsible leadership and moral 

imagination to a perspective that the whole system would be the linchpin creating an enabling 

environment for student success.  In order to adapt to the changed environment and pivoting the 

embedded WIL project, my new approach was conceptualised and is presented in Figure 2. This 

visualisation was used to guide my practice throughout the semester.   

FIGURE 2: A systems student-centred approach to non-placement WIL. 

 

 
Student-Centred Learning 

Given the uncertainty that COVID-19 was placing on teaching and learning practice, I believed it was 

important to create a comfortable and interactive learning environment where students were able to 

engage with the unit material, and are given the time and tools to learn and make meaning, while also 

providing a didactic transmission of knowledge and information (Zhang, 2004).  Aligning with the 

traditional theories of cognitivism and constructivism, I support the view that we learn and make 

meaning of the world around us through interactions and experiences with others (constructivism), 

and that when the teaching is ‘student centred’ students can take on what is being passed to them so 

that they are building on prior knowledge and internally assimilating the new information 
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(cognitivism).  A student centred learning approach aligns with experiential learning principles, which 

also underpin WIL approaches so it was important to design activities and assessments for students to 

take an active role in planning their learning (self-paced), and organising their activities to meet the 

objectives of learning (Kim & Davies, 2014).  The unit therefore provided opportunities for learning 

through reflection and critical questions (Popa & Enlow, 2007), and this was reinforced through 

authentic assessment design which asks students to engage in higher order thinking skills, application 

and analysis (Kim & Davies, 2014).  The semester content included: the state of the planet and the need 

for action (session 1); developing responsible minds (session 2); leadership theories (session 3); what is 

responsible leadership?  (Session 4); frameworks of responsible leadership (session 5); responsible 

leadership and ethics (session 6); responsible leadership, corporate social responsibility and 

sustainability (session 7); responsible leadership and social innovation (session 8); creating value for 

all, a stakeholder approach (session 9); communication in responsible businesses (session 10); and 

responsible leadership to responsible business practice (session 11).  Activities are described further in 

Table 2.   

Connectivism 

The concept of connectivism has emerged recently and is relevant to living in a digital society.  There 

are many critics of this concept as it is still being refined and developed (Bates, 2018).  According to 

Siemens (2014) connectivism is a theory for the digital age and is founded on the premise that the 

internet changes the essential nature of knowledge.  Siemens (2014) argues that knowledge is created 

beyond the level of individual human participants and is constantly shifting and changing as nodes 

come and go and as information flows across networks that themselves are inter-connected with a 

myriad of other networks.  Creating this connection at first instance with students, both face-to-face 

and using online tools, builds a network.  The key principles of connectivism embedded into my 

teaching practice included: learning and knowledge rests in diversity of opinions (diverse group 

formation); learning is a process of connecting nodes or information sources (connections made 

between concepts, with industry, with each other); nurturing and maintaining connections is needed 

to facilitate continual learning (weekly live connection tutorials and individual sessions available), and 

the ability to see connections between fields, ideas and concepts is a core skill (purposeful linking of 

concepts, ideas, different disciplines each session) (Siemans 2014).  The activities related to this principle 

are also detailed in Table 2. 

Asynchronous and Synchronous Communication 

With COVID-19 restricting academic and student presence on campus it was important to maintain 

connection with students so that the transition to moving the unit wholly online had clear direction and 

ran smoothly.  Contact with students was originally organised for face-to-face delivery via a two hour 

lecture and a one hour tutorial each week, with students being divided into groups of 25 per tutorial.  I 

wanted to sustain some of this connection with students so I opted for providing both asynchronous 

(recorded) and synchronous (live) learning opportunities.  Asynchronous technologies enable 

information to be pre-recorded thus enabling students to access the information at different points of 

time, usually at a time and place of their choice (Bates, 2018).  Synchronous technologies enable students 

to communicate live, participating together at the same time but not necessarily in the same place 

(Bates, 2018).  To enhance students’ experiences and alleviate some of the worry being felt by the cohort 

(received through feedback) I pre-recorded all of the lecture content well in advance, in the two week 

break provided by the university to pivot to online learning.  This meant that by week three of the 

semester students had access to all of the lecture content and recordings so that they could self-pace 
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allowing flexibility and control of their own learning.  This approach is supported by Means et al. (2009) 

who found students did better in a blended learning approach as they were able to spend more time 

on the task because the materials were always available.  Other activities are described in Table 3.  

Embedded in the learning management system (Moodle) was a consistent structure whereby content 

and student tasks were clearly detailed in a step by step task list with content embedded in folders set 

up as sessions.  This was different to previous versions of the unit where students relied solely on a 

downloadable unit outline document and other downloadable PDF documents.   

Community of Inquiry 

Through combining the WIL principles of reflection, feedback and authentic real world assessment 

along with my connectivist approach and using both a combination of synchronous and asynchronous 

(blended learning) delivery the foundations for a community of inquiry were built.  Garrison et al. 

(2000) define a community of inquiry as “a group of individuals who collaboratively engage in 

purposeful critical discourse and reflection to construct personal meaning and confirm mutual 

understanding” (p. 2).  In the context of this unit it required developing a relationship with students so 

they could communicate purposefully in a trusting environment and develop inter-personal 

relationships by way of projecting their personalities (Garrison et al., 2000).  This was achieved through 

increased teacher presence and discussion opportunities, allowing students to apply the content to 

current events including encouraging students to discuss matters of contention focusing on leadership 

decisions in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.  Reflection questions were a large part of the 

weekly activities that students were encouraged to engage with prior to their online class so that they 

could construct and confirm their own understanding through the discourse and feedback in the live 

sessions (Garrison et al., 2000).  

Table 2 summarises all of the principles embedded in my teaching practice aligned with the specific 

activities and delivery methods.   

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Operating in an environment of strong uncertainty has created many challenges for the delivery of 

education, with some universities having to consider cancelling or postponing campus events 

including classes.  Despite concerns raised by Lee (2020) about the capability of some staff to deal with 

existing technology, the transition of the third year undergraduate responsible leadership subject 

including the non-placement WIL project to the online environment was considered to be successful.  

With support from the industry partner, the non-placement WIL project was developed as a systems 

student-centred approach to ensure that students engaged in assessment tasks and activities deemed 

‘authentic’ (Kaider et al., 2017).  In keeping with Rule (2006), this entailed open ended inquiry and 

thinking skills achieved in the unit through structured and unstructured interaction with industry, 

reflective practice (Moon, 2013; Ryan, 2013), feedback and an environment of connectivism and 

reciprocal relationship building.  The model developed and used to transition the unit followed the 

principles of student centred learning, connectivism, asynchronous and synchronous communication 

enabled the development of a community of inquiry, thus providing a much needed holistic framework 

to account for the inherent complexity of WIL (Zegwaard & Rowe, 2019).   

 

 



ROOK, MCMANUS: Enriching students’ responsible leadership through online WIL 

 International Journal of Work-Integrated Learning, Special Issue, 2020, 21(5), 601-616  611 

TABLE 2: Activities within the systems student centred approach to non-placement WIL. 

Teaching 

Principle 

Delivery Methods and Activity 

Student centred 

learning 

 Weekly (13 weeks) pre-recorded mini lecture and online zoom sessions 

 Reflection activities (professional & personal focussed) 

 Tutorial activities focused on the development of students’ competencies of 

responsible leadership, moral imagination and moral decision making  

 Self-paced learning: all material available from week three.  

 

Connectivism  Inclusivity and diversity: all students grouped as one cohort 

 Focus on connecting networks and feedback: lecturer, student and industry 

partner connected via live zoom sessions (three across the semester)  

 Connections between core concepts and ideas were reinforced, e.g. responsible 

leadership, ethics and moral imagination, challenging mental model exercises 

 Technology enhanced learning: e.g., multimedia to represent real world 

problems, online video cases, podcasts, industry partner videos, concept 

explanation videos and reflection question with help from platforms such as 

“Ethics Unwrapped”. 

Asynchronous 

and 

synchronous 

communication 

 A ‘special event’ lecture as described by Bates (2018) where a summary of 

recent research was provided or an elaboration and clarification on a concept 

or a way of taking stock and dealing with common difficulties.  

 Asynchronous online discussion forums, messaging tools for groups, videos 

and questions including professional and personal reflection questions, videos 

of client briefing on WIL project, self-reflection survey tasks to measure 

competencies and assess students’ progress. 

 Synchronous weekly tutorials (minimum of one hour per week)  

 

Community of 

inquiry 

 Increased lecturer presence in the learning management system (moodle)  

 Clear guidelines on purpose  of discussion and the appropriate use of 

technology 

 Communication of concise goals for each session both live and pre-recorded 

 Expansion of topics into current COVID-19 context, e.g., responsible leadership 

in the context of COVID-19: what does this look like? 

 Monitoring the participation of individual learners (Bates 2018) via course 

online analytic tools 

 Consistent communication and strong articulation of connection between 

discussion topics and assessment 

 

  



ROOK, MCMANUS: Enriching students’ responsible leadership through online WIL 

 International Journal of Work-Integrated Learning, Special Issue, 2020, 21(5), 601-616  612 

The pre-test CARL survey results are presented in Table 3..  The survey was completed prior to the 

commencement of the embedded online non-placement WIL program and the cohort of students had 

a total CARL score of 67 at this time. 

TABLE 3: Competency Assessment of responsible leadership (CARL): Before course scores. 

Degree of mastery 

(columns) 

Competency 

dimensions (rows) 

Knowing 

(Knowledge) 

Doing 

(Skills) 

Being 

(Attitudes) 

% of max* 

Stakeholder relations 2 3 3 69 

Ethics and values 1 3 2 52 

Self-awareness 3 3 2 65 

Systems understanding 3 2 3 67 

Change and innovation 3 4 3 83 

% of max* 60 75 65  

 

CARL score: 67 
Where: scores represent “0” = missing; “1” = underdeveloped; “2” = in development; “3” = developed; and “4” = mature.  

*% of max = percentage of total possible score for each competency and action-domain, for example total possible 

“knowing/knowledge” domain score is 20 (5 competency scores x 4 maximum score) and actual score of 15 (2+1+3+3+3) is 60% 

of total possible score on this domain. 

The most underdeveloped competency for the student cohort was ethics and values (% of maximum 

score of 52%) and specifically the knowing/knowledge domain was identified as requiring significant 

improvement (average score of “1” = underdeveloped).  The knowing/knowledge domain in the ethics 

and values dimension comprises the sub-competencies of understanding dilemmas, in addition to 

knowing what is right and wrong, and knowing your own values (Muff et al., 2020).  The doing/skills 

domain in the ethics and value dimension comprises sub-competencies of being able to critically 

question and adapt your own values, act according to ethics and own values, and being a role model 

(Muff et al., 2020).  Lastly, the being/attitudes domain is grouped with three sub-competencies of: being 

honest and integer, seeking fairness, and being responsible towards society and sustainability (serving 

the common good) (Muff et al., 2020).  Upon receiving these results, Popa and Enlow’s (2007) approach 

of embedding the concepts of moral imagination and ethics throughout the course was followed.  As 

argued by Popa and Enlow (2007) ethics was not merely attached to the student’s leadership 

development but students were given opportunities to think critically through the WIL project and 

through a deliberate moral imagination exercise based on Werhane’s (1999) process of developing 

moral imagination.  Ensuring that ethics became a large focus in the unit was achieved through lectures 

and live discussions about the philosophical foundations and application of ethics in both a 

professional and personal context, examining ethical dilemmas where students were encouraged to 

consider all perspectives and solutions, as well as focussed activities on developing their moral 

imagination throughout the process.     

The second most underdeveloped area was identified as self-awareness (% of maximum score of 65%), 

followed by systems understanding (% of maximum score of 67%), and stakeholder relations (% of 

maximum score of 69%).  The most developed area was change and innovation (% of maximum score 

of 83%).  Prior to receiving the pre-test CARL survey results, several topics addressing change and 

innovation in the context of responsible leadership were included in the restructured unit.  The pre-test 

survey results provided a snapshot at one point in time identifying any responsible leadership 
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competencies and sub-competencies that the cohort maybe underdeveloped in and had capacity for 

improvement.  These findings provided direction and support to focus the unit more deeply on ethics 

and values and as well as providing opportunities for students to develop their self-awareness. Thus, 

moral imagination was integrated into the subject as the vehicle for developing student’s ethics and 

values and self-awareness (Pope & Enlow, 2007).   

In relation to the action-domain findings of the pre-test CARL survey, the most underdeveloped 

domain was knowing/knowledge (60%), followed by being/attitudes (65%) and then doing/skills (75%).  

This suggests that students lacked overall knowledge in regard to responsible leadership competencies, 

however were capable of doing or applying what knowledge they had.  This knowledge and action had 

not yet become part of the fabric of who they were or had developed into a habit.  This supported my 

decision to embed both a theoretical and practical element to the unit (WIL industry project) that 

encouraged students to explore responsible leadership in practice.  

At the end of the semester students were asked to complete the CARL survey again, in order to assess 

any improvements gained from their learnings in the unit and the embedded non-placement WIL 

program.  The results of the post-test survey are presented in Table 4.   

TABLE 4: Competency assessment of responsible leadership (CARL): After course scores. 

Degree of mastery 

(columns) 

Competency dimensions 

(rows) 

Knowing 

(Knowledge) 

Doing 

(Skills) 

Being 

(Attitudes) 

% of max 

Stakeholder relations 2 3 2 58 

Ethics and values 3 3 3 75 

Self-awareness 4 3 4 92 

Systems understanding 3 3 4 86 

Change and innovation 4 3 3 81 

% of max 80 75 80  

 

CARL score: 78 
Where: scores represent “0” = missing; “1” = underdeveloped; “2” = in development; “3” = developed; and “4” = mature.  

*% of max = percentage of total possible score for each competency and action-domain, for example total possible 

“knowing/knowledge” domain score is 20 (5 competency scores x 4 maximum score) and the actual score of 16 (2+3+4+3+4) is 

80% of total possible score on this domain. 

The results in Table 4 identify an overall improvement in the cohort across a number of responsible 

leadership competencies and action-domains from the before course pre-test survey (CARL score pre-

test of 67 to post-test score of 78).  The percentage of maximum scores increased for the competency 

dimensions of self-awareness (+ 27%), ethics and values (+ 23%) and systems understanding (+ 19%), 

while the percentage scores for stakeholder relations (- 11%) and change and innovation (- 2%) 

decreased.  Across the three action-domains, the percentage of maximum scores increased for 

knowing/knowledge (+ 20%) and being/attitudes (+ 15%) while doing/skills remained constant from 

pre- to post-test.  

Overall the CARL survey scores for the student cohort suggests that the embedded non-placement WIL 

program had improved student responsible leadership competencies from the commencement of the 

unit (CARL score: 67) to the conclusion of the unit (CARL score: 78).  At the beginning of the semester 
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the most underdeveloped competency for the student cohort was ethics and values, specifically the 

knowing/knowledge degree of mastery was identified as requiring significant improvement.  This domain 

comprises knowing what is right and wrong, and knowing your own values.  At the end of semester 

the greatest improvement in the student cohort’s competencies was in the dimensions of self-awareness 

and ethics and values, and the degree of mastery of knowing/knowledge and being/attitudes.  These results 

suggest that the online non-placement WIL program appears to have had an impact on the cohort’s 

knowledge of responsible leadership competencies as well as their ethics, values and self-awareness in 

relation to responsible leadership.  The results also show less of an impact on stakeholder relations and 

change and innovation.   

An implication of the findings of the CARL surveys, is the suggestion there is value in understanding 

the student cohort responsible leadership competencies and skills prior to new unit content being 

delivered in order to uncover any knowledge or skills requiring significant improvement, thus 

providing guidance to the lecturer developing the curriculum.  Following this approach would enable 

the lecturer the opportunity to strengthen their teaching practices to make them more responsive to the 

learning needs of students as identified as important by Toquero (2020).  Through uncovering the 

significant underdevelopment of the competency of ethics and values a particular focus on ethics was 

integrated into the curriculum and the non-placement WIL program, thus increasing opportunities for 

students to deepen their knowledge, and consider and apply their learnings.  Adopting this strategy 

requires the lecturer to be flexible in their approach and more finely tune their WIL program and/or 

teaching materials after reflecting upon the CARL survey report of their student cohort.   

CONCLUSION 

This paper examines the design, implementation and impact of an embedded non-placement WIL 

project, in a third-year undergraduate unit – Responsible Leadership, which was pivoted to the online 

environment in response to COVID-19 restrictions.  The model which was developed to guide the unit 

and teaching practices throughout the semester included a collaborative approach between the 

institution/lecturer, students and the industry partner.  This approach was achieved through careful 

consideration of the principles of connectivism, asynchronous and synchronous communication tools 

and student centred self-paced learning opportunities, which built a community of inquiry.  The 

process adopted for this project, supported by the project results, may benefit other practitioners who 

are also seeking to review how to effectively pivot their non-placement WIL projects to an online 

platform while still maintaining the connection and engagement of students. 

As with any project or study, there are limitations that should be considered.  The results of the CARL 

survey should be carefully interpreted or incorrect conclusions could be arrived at.  For example, even 

though the student cohort improved in their ethics and values, self-awareness and systems 

understanding competencies, their post-survey identified a reduction in their scores for the stakeholder 

relations and change and innovation competencies.  This may not signal a reduction in their actual 

competency in these areas but could be due to an increased knowledge and better understanding of 

what the stakeholder relations and change and innovation competencies involve.  Therefore, after their 

learnings from the unit they may view their skills and attitudes to these competencies lower than before 

when they did not have a good understanding of these responsible leadership competencies.  

Additionally, in adopting the pedagogical approach as outlined and implemented in the teaching of 

this unit and the online non-placement WIL program to other student cohorts, with another lecturer 

and in a different context, may not be as successful and provide the student learnings as has been 
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evidenced in this project.  This is due to each individual lecturer and student bringing different skills, 

abilities and prior learning experiences to the classroom.  

Despite the many benefits that WIL programs offer, research reports WIL as resource intensive, having 

workload implications for academics and administrative staff who design, teach, administer and 

support WIL courses when compared to traditional classroom-based courses (Patrick et al., 2008; Clark 

et al., 2016).  The pivoting of this unit in response to COVID-19 took considerable time on the part of 

the lecturer and industry partner who worked closely to organise the WIL based industry project and 

online connections throughout the semester.  In addition, it was important that in doing so 

consideration was given to the impact on students learning and ensure that every part of the unit 

focused on student centred self-paced learning which offered added flexibility.  While the effort and 

time required to not only embed a non-placement WIL program in the unit, but also to pivot from face-

to-face to online delivery was time and resource intensive, the learnings and experience that students 

and the lecturer gained from this effort was extremely beneficial. 
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