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Work-integrated learning (WIL) is a teaching and learning approach widely adopted across Australian
universities. With inclusion across a wide range of programs and courses, WIL is championed as providing
authentic and transformative learning environments that may equip graduates for the world of work. Despite a
rapid expansion in WIL scholarship, there remains scant attention at the postgraduate level, including its specific
contributions in preparing students for life after completion of postgraduate studies. This paper contributes to
nascent literature in this space. Taking the case of the University of Queensland’s Master of Development Practice,
this paper argues there are challenges in ensuring postgraduate WIL prepares graduates for careers in a volatile,
uncertain, complex and ambiguous world. The paper concludes that a diverse approach to WIL is vital to provide
relevant pedagogical practices that prepare postgraduates for uncertain, and unknowable futures.
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Most Australian Universities articulate a commitment to work-integrated learning (WIL) pedagogical
practices. WIL is part of a broad set of practice-based, industry and professional oriented education
and training opportunities, and is widely championed as part of a national agenda to ensure ‘job ready
graduates,” as set out in the Federal Government’s much contested higher education policy in 2020 (see
Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2020; Norton, 2020). The integration of WIL as a key
learning tool is also supported by Universities Australia (2019). While there is abundant WIL
scholarship, there remains scant analysis of WIL at the postgraduate level, including its specific
contributions in preparing students for life after graduation. Specifically, there is a gap in knowledge
related to how postgraduate WIL might prepare graduates for careers, and life, in a volatile, uncertain,
complex and ambiguous (VUCA) world (Stein, 2021). While WIL may offer opportunities to support
graduates in the context of a VUCA world, what might be the challenges in implementing postgraduate
WIL, distinct from its undergraduate counterpart?

To address these questions, this paper takes the case of the University of Queensland’s (UQ) Master of
Development Practice (MDP) to analyze the contributions of diverse WIL activities in supporting
postgraduates to prepare for careers in development practice. The MDP, and the field of development
practice more broadly, provides a valuable case to examine postgraduate WIL; given the program’s
emphasis upon theoretically informed practice across diverse national and international settings.
Graduates from postgraduate studies in development practice follow diverse career pathways,
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including the humanitarian sector, foreign aid, government policy and planning, community
development and elsewhere (Rashidi et al., 2019). Postgraduate development practice, including the
MDP, is therefore tasked with equipping graduates with the conceptual and methodological tools
required to enable ethically grounded work that supports a socially and environmentally just future
(Sultana, 2019). Given this mandate, critical praxis, including via diverse WIL initiatives, might be
expected to play a role in this task.

Through an analysis of diverse WIL practice-based experiences associated with UQ’s MDP program,
this paper contributes to the nascent literature on postgraduate level WIL. It begins by providing a
review of existing literature on postgraduate WIL, and then considers the pedagogical challenges and
responsibilities for WIL, alongside higher education more broadly, in responding to the volatility,
uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity that has come to define the contemporary world (Stein, 2021;
Stein et al., 2020.). Through our case of the UQ’s MDP program, this paper demonstrates opportunities
for WIL to support students in fostering ways of grappling with the messiness of the world they work
and live in and engage in reflective practice to make meaning of, and navigate such messiness. It
demonstrates the need for diverse and flexible WIL opportunities that match student needs, in terms
of both their professional and personal backgrounds and histories, to deliver meaningful pedagogical
outcomes. We conclude that a diverse approach to postgraduate WIL provides a basis for ensuring
relevant pedagogical practice, including the support for postgraduate students to foster ways of
knowing, being and doing that are compatible with uncertain and unknowable futures (Stein, 2021;
Stein et al., 2020.).

POSTGRADUATE WIL IN AN UNCERTAIN WORLD: A REVIEW OF NASCENT LITERATURE

WIL is an umbrella term that includes various activities designed to ensure students experience work-
related practices relevant to their studies (Universities Australia, 2019). It was introduced, at least in
part, to provide students with an opportunity to improve their study-related practical knowledge,
while at the same time supporting the community, not-for profit, government, and industry sectors to
benefit from research skills and perspectives. WIL was also intended, according to Xia et al. (2015), to
ground academic disciplinary training in real-life scenarios, including the integration of theoretical
training within workplace settings. As a pedagogical practice, WIL offers the possibility to defuse
criticism that conventional university curricula can be limited by its strongly-theoretical content, or
reliance upon formulaic learning environments, both of which may leave students ill-prepared for the
world of work, and more broadly, the world that awaits them (Katajavuori et al., 2006).

While there is a growing body of scholarship that examines the opportunities and challenges related to
the design and delivery of WIL at the undergraduate level, including assessment of its impacts for
graduates; scholarship at the postgraduate level remains scarce. This paper responds to the gap in the
literature by examining how the potential benefits from WIL might translate at the postgraduate level.
Given postgraduate students commonly bring a wide range of practice-based experiences, and are
sometimes embedded within professional communities, this paper asks what specific contributions
WIL may offer postgraduate learning experiences? It also considers how WIL might support students
in preparing for careers in today’s uncertain world.

Given the limited literature that has, to date, focused on postgraduate WIL, this paper adopts a wide
and inclusive approach to WIL to maximize the scope. WIL is taken to include diverse practice-based
learning such as internships, meetings and workshops with industry professionals, alongside
mentoring and other professional training that is both aligned to, and in some cases not bound by,
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assessment, as well as that which occurs alongside (rather than embedded within) formal course
delivery. It is also taken to include those “learning experiences that explicitly integrate theory with
practice within a purposefully designed curriculum to foreground employability” (UQ, 2019, p. 1).

The nascent literature on postgraduate WIL identifies a range of potential benefits associated with
diverse WIL activities. Barber et al., (2004), for example, describe WIL as providing experiences that
may support postgraduate students in making new meaning of their current employment, as well as
career pathways and broader life experiences that are often already attained at the time of entry into
postgraduate study. It may also affirm and/or enhance postgraduate students’ self-motivation, self-
management, and resilience in diverse workplace settings (Barber et al., 2004). Postgraduate WIL
experiences are also reported as assisting students to foster advanced, and perhaps more nuanced,
understandings of specific workplace cultures, including hierarchies and power politics (Zegwaard &
McCurdy, 2014). Through positive postgraduate WIL experiences, Zegwaard and McCurdy (2014) also
report that students are encouraged to pursue roles with higher levels of responsibility and further
independence once they return to the workplace.

Similarly, research by Thune and Steren (2015) found that master degree students’ participation across
arange of WIL initiatives had a positive outcome related to on-time completion of their studies, as well
as fostering new motivations for study, and increasing overall learning outcomes. These authors
reported postgraduate WIL experiences as supporting students to develop highly relevant new
competencies, skills, and networks required in the labour market, including by offering to update
competencies gained via previously completed undergraduate studies. Overall, WIL supported
postgraduate students in cultivating a professional identity and professional networks that assisted in
their on-going career enhancement (Steren & Arnesen, 2016).

A diverse range of Honors and Master level WIL initiatives were reported by Xia et al., (2015) as
enhancing students’ project management skills, alongside networking and communication abilities. In
particular, their research highlighted the significance of workplace experiences that enabled students
to regularly meet with supervisors and employers as providing opportunities for professional feedback
and mentoring. Workplace experience created pathways for collaboration on writing projects and
academic publications (as evidenced in this paper), which further supported career progression.

Additionally, across both under- and postgraduate programs and courses, WIL is widely championed
as providing an opportunity to incorporate learning methods that may support unique and authentic
educational experiences for students (see, e.g., Deale et al., 2010). Similarly, WIL programs are
championed as enhancing critical thinking that may lead to transformative life-long learning outcomes.
Previous literature has, however, identified conditions and contexts that may affect the extent to which
any such benefits are realized, including: ensuring alignment between student and host expectations;
adequate resourcing from both the university and host organisation; substantive academic support for
students; no financial costs for students; equitable student workload, commensurate with other
similarly weighted coursework; and specific support for international and other diverse student cohorts
(Coogan West & Lyons, 2020).

But just how might diverse postgraduate level WIL activities support graduates to flourish in their
careers, and more broadly, to support ways of being, doing and knowing, that are responsive to today’s
contemporary challenges and issues?

The COVID-19 global health pandemic has exposed the complexity and uncertainty of our
contemporary world. It has further uncovered the structural inequalities — including, but not limited
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to, race, class and age, that shape experiences of health and illness. But the global health crisis is just
one of the conditions driving volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity (Stein, 2021). So too is
the climate crisis, and simultaneously escalating biodiversity loss and other environmental crises, each
of which is driving eco-anxiety, especially amongst young people, in the face of possible systems
collapse (Klein, 2014). Similarly, structural racism, as brought to life via the resurgence of the global
Black Lives Matter movement, and alongside a culture of misogyny and institutionalized sexual assault
and violence, can each be seen as further signs of a faulting system exposed (Stein, 2021; Stein et al.,
2020.). These failings across health, the environment, race, and gender equality, are each tied to
histories of colonial violence that have, and continue, to deliver profound impacts across the global
north and south (Lyons et al., 2021). Today’s VUCA world provides an invitation to analyze their
causes and consequences. It also invites us to imagine a world otherwise.

Yet how might we collectively grapple with, and respond to, this world? And for educators and
students, what kinds of pedagogical practices might support preparedness for work (and living) in this
world, with all the volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity that it entails? Berlant (2016),
Meyerhoff (2019), Hil et al. (2021) and others have argued that crises provide powerful moments that
expose the ‘broken infrastructure” of contemporary societies. This, in turn, creates the basis for new
responsive possibilities to arise. In terms of higher education, Meyerhoff (2019) argues it provides the
conditions for transformative educational pathways to take shape.

This paper critically examines the opportunities for WIL to provide possibilities for transformative
pedagogical experiences at the postgraduate level, including consideration of the conditions in which
such transformative potential might be realized. Anchoring this analysis in the context of postgraduate
development studies is germane; given graduates from this program enter (or return to) diverse
professions that sit at the frontline of multiple crises, and are often oriented toward a social,
environmental, and economic justice agenda (Sultana, 2019).

RESEARCH APPROACH AND METHODS

This paper draws from research conducted as part of a ‘Developing Postgraduate Student-Led Engaged
Learning Environments for Specific Cohorts” project for a University of Queensland (UQ) Faculty of
Humanities and Social Sciences (HASS) Teaching Fellowship. This Fellowship aimed to better
understand the suite of diverse WIL experiences available to students enrolled in the MDP Program,
and to foster opportunities to expand WIL in the MDP program, and more generally across
postgraduate programs in the HASS Faculty and the University. At UQ, one of Australia’s so-called
‘sandstone’ universities, a term widely used to describe some of Australia’s older universities, that are
also often perceived as elitist, and with an emphasis on curriculum ground in theory, rather than
practice, WIL aligns with an institutional agenda to foster strategic partnerships to ensure high-level
impact and engagement across research, teaching and service (UQ, 2021). A specific focus of this
research was to evaluate the effectiveness of WIL in meeting the diverse hopes and aspirations of
postgraduate students with a commitment to development practice.

A number of Australian universities, including the University of Melbourne, the University of NSW,
Murdoch University and others, offer a Master of Development Studies similar to UQ’s MDP program
(Rashidi et al., 2019). The Development Practice program is designed to enable students to appreciate
the multifaceted nature of development by drawing connections, identifying challenges, and devising
critically informed problem-solving strategies to address local to global issues. At UQ, the MDP is
distinguished on the basis of its overt stated commitment to practice, with a commitment to enhancing

International Journal of Work-Integrated Learning, 2022, 23(4), 595-605 598



LYONS et al.: Using diversity to prepare graduates for a VUCA world

students’ theoretically informed development practice (Coogan West & Lyons, 2020). At least 50% of
the cohort enrolled in the MDP (pre-COVID-19) are international students, who represent diverse
cultural, linguistic, religious, and other backgrounds (see Coogan West & Lyons, 2020). With a student
cohort that comprises diverse professional and educational backgrounds, WIL practice-based
experiences are challenged to provide broadly relevant pedagogical environments.

The impetus for this research was grounded in observations by the lead author over a decade as
Program Convenor, and member of the Program Committee and teaching staff, noting that experiences
and pedagogical needs of postgraduate students differ significantly from their undergraduate
counterparts. With this as background, the research sought to enhance broad understandings of
various aspects of postgraduate WIL, with a particular focus on the development practice space, but
with insights that may inform broader postgraduate WIL practice and scholarship. The research aimed
to garner new insights into both current and graduated students” experience with postgraduate WIL as
part of their MDP studies, including the extent to which it was both perceived, and actually, enhanced
preparedness for return to professional practice after completion of postgraduate study. Given the
orientation of the MDP towards career pathways that sit at the confluence of health, environmental and
other crises, a key focus for this research was upon the relationality of WIL to its VUCA context setting.

The findings presented are drawn from diverse stakeholders engaged in various activities related to
the delivery of postgraduate development practice WIL activities. This included a series of focus
groups with MDP students (three focus groups, with a total of 14 students included across all focus
groups), alongside interviews with three MDP alumni and eight industry representatives. Focus
groups with a random sample of current students provided the opportunity to generate
understandings of student expectations and experiences related to postgraduate WIL offerings.
Interviews with a non-random sample of program alumni provided insights into the kinds of practice-
based skills required in diverse development practice related settings, as well as any specific skills
development that could be directly attributed to the MDP program. Meanwhile, interviews with
industry representatives assisted to gain understandings about the range of skills and competencies the
sector seeks in graduates. Non-random sampling ensured industry stakeholders represented the
diverse contexts in which contemporary development practice takes place, including with
representatives working across environment and sustainability, gender equality and Indigenous rights’
related professions. Ethical clearance was obtained for this research through the University of
Queensland's Ethics Committee — Developing Post Graduate Student-Led Engaged Learning
Environments for Diverse Cohorts (see also Coogan West & Lyons, 2020).

PREPARING POSTGRADUATES FOR CAREERS IN A MESSY AND UNCERTAIN WORLD

Drawing from research findings related to UQ’s MDP, this paper now turns to set out some of the
conditions that may enable WIL to support postgraduate students in grappling with the political,
ecological, socio-cultural, and economic volatility that appears as the new normal (Berlant, 2016). WIL
experiences were fostered that support students in dealing with the messiness of the worlds they work
and live in, and to cultivate reflective practice to navigate uncertainty. It also includes meeting diverse
postgraduates needs as part of designing WIL for specific postgraduate student cohorts.

Dealing with the Messiness and Uncertainty

Effective WIL activities are frequently described as grounded in authentic learning. This refers to a
method of learning where students engage with real-world tasks that correspond with their current
and future professional lives. Throughout these learning experiences, students have opportunities to
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engage directly in problem-solving in ways that enable them to explore and discuss issues in an
academically supported context, and to collaborate in designing responses and solutions (Deale et al.,
2010; Sullivan, 2009). A key component for authentic learning, Rule (2006) argues, is that students are
empowered to shape their own learning.

For MDP students, authentic learning is supported via several courses that offer WIL content. This
includes courses that offer placements that situate students in practice-based settings enabling
immersion amongst the throng of local community power dynamics, state and federal political
tensions, Indigenous politics, cross cultural contexts with diverse gender and other norms, and more.
As well as exposing students to the vexed and messy spaces in which development practice takes place,
these placements expose students, first-hand, to immediate observation of the ways in which dynamic
political, economic, and social dimensions can disrupt, delay and/or destroy projects and community-
based interventions.

Specific examples of this as part of the MDP at UQ involve students conducting a social impact
assessment (SIA) related to a contemporary development project in southeast Queensland (past projects
include a proposed large scale dam project and a local social enterprise for economic development),
while guided with high level academic supports. Through the conduct of the SIA, current students
described the opportunity for practical skills development and to contribute to something valuable in
the context of a real world scenario. Mirroring this, alumni and industry representatives similarly
described it as offering work and contextual experiences that are significant in enabling graduates to
cultivate increased understandings of the politics shaping decision making processes and outcomes.

Other WIL placements offered as part of MDP coursework, comprising working with Indigenous
landholders to understand the limits and opportunities of Native Title legislation and working with
local communities in Indonesia to understand local livelihood challenges and opportunities, offered
similar learning pathways. In each of these cases, students were exposed to, and required to navigate,
the politics of native title and Indigenous land rights, as well as the politics of international aid and
development through fieldwork that includes interviews, and participant observation alongside other
research methods. Interviews with alumni from the MDP program indicated this training opportunity,
together with other critical anthropology and politics courses, provided important new knowledge they
could apply to understanding the politics of their workplaces, especially related to working in the
context of the Native Title Act 1993. These findings correlate with Zegwaard and McCurdy (2014), who
similarly found postgraduate WIL experiences as assisting students to foster in-depth understandings
of specific workplace dynamics.

Locating students in such settings, in and of itself, however, is not enough. Indeed, doing so without
academic and professional support may do more harm than good. Rather, in each of these placement
settings, it is vital that students are guided through the morass of local, national, and international
politics that each shape, in various ways, SIA, native title, and community development work
(alongside a host of other scenarios in which development practitioners may work). As part of this
guidance, postgraduate students require conceptual tools (e.g., an analysis of power relations,
structural racism, and power mapping), to assess, and work effectively, within complex and messy
workplace settings. Similarly, they must be supported academically in applying these frameworks to
assess the professional context, and to navigate a work plan. Current students in the MDP demonstrate
a high-level understanding of the need for this, including in their identification of key practice-based
experiences they seek as part of their postgraduate studies to support skills’ development. As example,
the current students included in this research described professional networking opportunities and
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mentoring as crucial in enabling them to better understand the diversity of sites in which development
practice takes place. The MDP’s Industry and Alumni annual networking events and mentoring
program, respectively, each provide opportunities for this. These opportunities also ensure a well-
supported environment that can assist them in designing responsive pathways within these
unpredictable workplaces, and indeed global, settings.

Reflective Practice

Critical reflection is widely documented as enhancing WIL throughout the learning process. Prior
literature reports, for example, that reflective practice supports students to “engage, bridge and
negotiate challenges across the learning environments of their classroom and host organisation, and
interact and learn with teachers and host supervisors” (Ramsey, 2006, pp. 1-2). Moon (2004, p. 83)
describes reflective learning as providing a deliberate process that may foster “learning, action, and
modification.” Importantly, reflective practice provides students the opportunity to move between
action and reflection, with a “cycle of enquiry” supporting students to constructively modify their
actions on the basis of deliberate reflections (Ramsey, 2006, p.5). Critical thinking as part of reflective
practice may also enable students to contextualize what they learn; with outcomes that may provide
critical perspectives on ethical, social, and political issues, including course and program material,
professional workplace scenarios, as well as the very process of learning (Brockbank et al., 2017).

Reflective practice is a core skill for development practice professionals to assist in navigating the
terrain of ethical, social and political dynamics across local, national and international development
settings. This is reflected in the establishment of a separate field of development ethics, and the
proliferation of codes of conduct across public and private sector organizations working in the
development sector (Gasper, 2012). Reflecting this, both alumni and industry representatives described
critical reflection as a highly valued skill in diverse development professions, including assisting in
monitoring and evaluation of development projects, and related work.

Reflective practice is embedded across a number of core and elective courses in the MDP, and in some
instances is linked to assessment tasks. In one course, Histories and Theories of Development, for
example, students are required to engage in a weekly reflective practice that applies theoretical
concepts to comment upon contemporary development debates on topics such as sexual misconduct in
the humanitarian aid sector, public debate related to the removal of colonial monuments, the #Me Too
Movement, and so on. Reflective practice is also built into a range of student-led practice-based
initiatives, including a ‘build your career narrative” workshop, which supports postgraduate students
to reflect upon their professional stories, weaving professional practices with postgraduate training, to
create a compelling story about their unique career pathway which is intended to assist in on-going
employment possibilities.

Matching Work-Integrated Learning to Postgraduate Students Wide-Ranging Backgrounds

Postgraduate students in the MDP have diverse academic and practice-based backgrounds, alongside
varied professional interests. With this in mind, Winchester-Seeto et al. (2015) argue that there is a need
to respect the diversity of students, and to take a holistic view of students’ lives. This should be
considered as part of ensuring equal access to, and appropriate design of, WIL for postgraduate
students.

Matching WIL to postgraduate students” wide-ranging backgrounds and experiences is important to
ensure it complements, and builds upon, their disparate knowledges, understandings, ways of being
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and doing, as well as issues of pertinent concern. It is also essential to ensure equitable and inclusive
participation in WIL experiences.

In responding to this challenge, the MDP offers diverse practice-based training opportunities that
include both WIL, as well as broader WIL-type practices. The diversity of this program, including WIL
activities embedded within core and elective courses (as described above), as well as a range of events
and activities offered both within and outside university settings that students can opt in or out of, are
intended to ensure MDP practice-based training opportunities are matched in this way.

Placements were amongst the most valued practice-based experiences for international students as part
of their postgraduate studies at UQ. As one international student described: “That's the ultimate thing
the university can do, teach me both knowledge and practice." Several international students also
described choosing UQ for their postgraduate studies to take advantage of both “the lecturer’s
connections with local NGOs” (non-government organizations), and “UQ's existing partnerships.” In
addition, some also explained they selected UQ based on its “prestige” and “reputation.” More broadly,
international students hoped postgraduate studies would give them “a foot in the door” to establish a
development practice career based in Australia.

Research with current students highlighted gendered dimensions of postgraduate WIL. Demonstrating
this, female identifying students commonly described the importance of practice-based opportunities
in supporting them to build both their confidence and professional networks. They also frequently
described practice-based training as supporting them to further cultivate more meaningful ways to
make a contribution, through their professional lives, to address profound social and ecological issues
and challenges. In so doing, they articulated a future focused orientation, including with some
empathy and understanding of the complexity of the world in which they intended to work.

Male identifying students described the importance of practice-based experiences as enhancing their
preparedness for entry into diverse development professions. Foremost amongst their priorities were
practice-based opportunities that would enhance dialogue and facilitation skills, as well as community-
based and community development techniques they could directly apply in professional settings.
Simply put, they wanted to expand their development practice toolkit as part of their postgraduate
studies to grow as a development practitioner.

While in some ways the findings in relation to domestic and international postgraduate students, and
amongst genders, are similar, there are some significant differences. Firstly, while domestic
postgraduate students expressed interest in internship and practice-based training, they were more
interested in opportunities in international, including developing countries. Such findings demonstrate
the global orientation of this student cohort and the importance of a holistic approach. Similarly, while
a future orientation as the basis for engagement in practice-based experiences was common amongst
all genders, female identifying participants appeared to be more outward focused; describing
enhancing their skills and competencies as vital for ensuring they are effective change agents. In
contrast, those male identifying participants commonly described the importance of practice-based
training in fostering career opportunities and professional impact.

The findings demonstrate the importance of attending to these two student background attributes as
part of considerations in shaping effective postgraduate WIL experiences (see also Coogan West &
Lyons, 2020). Further research into postgraduate student WIL can be expected to reveal additional
attributes and dynamics that may enhance postgraduate WIL effectiveness, a theme returned to further
below.
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DISCUSSION: POSTGRADUATE EDUCATION FOR LIFE NOT JUST A CAREER

There is a growing body of literature that sets out the various ways in which WIL may assist graduates
to prepare for the ‘real world of work’ (Ashford et al., 2018; McRae, 2015; Russell & Kay, 2020). Much
of this research, however, relates to undergraduate WIL activities. The contributions of WIL at the
postgraduate level, by contrast, remains under-researched. Based on findings presented in this paper
we argue that caution should be taken in extrapolating knowledge and understandings of
undergraduate WIL for postgraduate cohorts. Indeed, postgraduate students frequently bring diverse
professional backgrounds and experiences and are often embedded in professional networks. In this
context, postgraduate WIL is challenged to support students in creating time out from commonly
accepted practices to reflect upon these critically, with a renewed focus on both theory and practice. It
is also challenged to ensure relevance in the context of the VUCA world that we inhabit (Stein, 2021;
Stein et al., 2020).

This case study of UQ’s MDP demonstrates the need to offer diverse WIL opportunities and experiences
to ensure relevance, and richness, for postgraduate students. WIL, and related practice-based training,
should be as flexible and expansive as possible to ensure it supports the on-going professional
development of a diverse, and already highly qualified postgraduate student cohort. An expansive
approach ensures pedagogic practices are in alignment with postgraduate students wide-ranging
backgrounds. Postgraduate students” broad personal and career aspirations and the varied goals and
purposes that domestic and international students each attribute to WIL. Similarly, it may ensure WIL
accounts for the ways diverse genders may shape understandings about, and experiences of, WIL
pedagogic practices.

To ensure WIL supports postgraduate students in their goals of fostering deep expert and specialist
identities, expanding useful professional networks, and generating enhanced and/or new meanings of
professional practice, this research has demonstrated the importance of reflective practice as a part of
WIL. In the case of the MDD, reflective practice is supported via an interdisciplinary program approach
that enables students to develop conceptual frameworks that can then be applied in making meaning
of diverse workplace settings.

Graduates from UQ’s MDP return to, or take up new careers that sit at the front line of social,
environmental, and economic crises. Graduates work in careers that include public health, Indigenous
rights, international aid, community development, climate change, homelessness, and sexual violence,
amongst others. WIL, alongside other complementary pedagogical practices, may provide useful
educational and other career development to prepare graduates for these careers. At its best, WIL can
further support postgraduates preparing for the messiness and uncertainty of this world, including
working in the context of injustice and inequality, as well as designing pathways and possibilities for
positive and effective social and environmental change.

Findings demonstrate how professional training and career progression cannot be demarcated from
broader social, political, and ecological dimensions. Indeed, the volatility, uncertainty, complexity and
ambiguity of workplaces is a microcosm for the rest of the world. Grounding WIL and indeed all
pedagogical practices in this reality will be central if postgraduate education, and indeed universities,
are to remain relevant in today’s world (Meyerhoff, 2019).

There are many challenges in ensuring WIL, and higher education more broadly, is relevant to
contemporary circumstances. The marketisation and commodification of universities continues to
shape all aspects of university life, including curriculum (see for example Hil et al., 2021). This includes
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its increasing orientation toward the interests of industry, via a focus on vocational and job ready skills.
As Johnston (2011) explains, the restructuring of educational and academic settings has "become more
responsive to the needs of employers, viewing students as human capital” (p. 176). While this agenda
places value on ‘job ready skills’, employment, and a secure income, this research shows how catalytic
critical thinking through embodied practice is for cultivating new understandings of, and responses to,
intersecting health, environmental and inequality crises. Further research into postgraduate WIL, and
how it may continue to support graduates for diverse careers that are responsive to volatility,
uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity, may make an important contribution to this nascent field of
scholarship.

CONCLUSIONS

Through analysis of UQ’s MDP, the particular responsibilities and challenges related to effective
implementation of postgraduate WIL activities are demonstrated. This research has identified the
importance of WIL to support postgraduates in preparation for the messiness and uncertainty of
diverse socio-political and environmental settings in which their development practice careers may
take them. It has also identified the importance of WIL to foster postgraduates’ reflective practice, as
well as offering maximum diversity in content and experiences to ensure WIL is able to match
postgraduate student backgrounds; by acknowledging and building upon the diverse professional
backgrounds they bring to postgraduate study. These must be considered if postgraduate WIL is to
support ongoing career development. Similarly, all graduates, whether social workers, architects and
planners, engineers, doctors, as well as development practitioners, face a VUCA future (Stein, 2021;
Stein et al., 2020). In this context, WIL, alongside all pedagogical practices, is challenged to ensure it
supports postgraduate students in fostering ways of knowing, being and doing that are compatible
with this future.

On its own, postgraduate WIL is not a panacea for universities seeking to remain relevant to a
discerning domestic and international student cohort. However, if embedded within broader critical
concepts and theories, and grounded in meaningful and supportive academic environments,
postgraduate WIL may support the flourishing of values and practices that enable professionals to
navigate with meaning, and even care, through our messy and uncertain world.
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