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Work integrated learning (WIL) programs such as internships or co-operative education programs 

are a common way of providing practical experience to students while they are completing their 

degree. This paper will examine the benefits of WIL programs for the students, companies, and 

universities that actively participate in them. In addition, this analysis researches the findings of 

other studies on student’s success as a result of WIL programs, how companies are improved with 

higher quality employees, and the networking connections that universities receive due to students 

creating great relationships with companies. In an attempt to improve the Construction Management 

co-op program at California Polytechnic State University, A survey was created to analyze student’s 

experiences with regular 10-12 week internships, determine why students are not participating in 

the co-op program, and finally make a recommendation to the department on how to increase the 

participation in the program. As a result of the survey, 84.1% of the 59 students had not completed 

the Co-op program, 64.1% of the students felt their time was cut short in a regular 10-12 week 

internship, and 51.2% of the students did not consider the co-op program because it will extend their 

graduation date.  
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Introduction 

 
Construction has always been one of the largest industries in the United States. According the United States Bureau 

of Labor Statistics, the construction industry employees over 6.8 million people (US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

2017). In addition to an already large industry, the US Bureau of Labor Statistics is expecting the industry to grow 

another 4.5 percent in the next five years (Henderson, 2013). With the expected growth in the construction industry, 

the demand for quality employees is increasing. In an industry where a large percentage of the workforce is built 

from people without degrees who have learned through the trades, there is an obvious learning curve for students 

who have little to no practical experience. Work Integrated Learning (WIL) programs strive to flatten that learning 

curve by allowing students to work in the industry and take classes at the same time. WIL programs are “A natural 

method of arriving at a suitable type of work, an opportunity to gain a maximum of educational content from his 

industrial environment, an understanding of human factor in industry, acquisition of certain disciplinary values as a 

result of his shop experience, and acquisition of certain economic values” (Haddara and Skanes, 2007).  

 

California Polytechnic State Universities “Learn by Doing” mentality is a large part of the Construction 

Management department’s goals in the curriculum. Students are given real world learning opportunities paired with 

their education to help with the transition into the working world. With that mentality in mind, internships have 

become an important part of Construction Management Department at Cal Poly. Students are expected to take full 

advantage of the connections the department has with top construction companies throughout the United States. 

With the help of internships and co-ops, students can apply their knowledge from Cal Poly to the real world and vice 

versa. This analysis, with the hope of improving the curriculum, was done to analyze student’s experiences with 

regular 10-12 week internships and determine why students are not taking full advantage of the co-op program 

offered. After analyzing the results of a survey sent out to all CM students, a proposal was made to help improve the 

co-op program and increase participation.  

 

Benefits to Students 

 
According to Mahmoud Haddara and Heather Skanes, “reports suggest that students face many difficulties 

transitioning from higher education to full time employment. This may be the result of fewer jobs and fewer 

marketable skills for new graduates” (Haddara and Skanes, 2007). WIL Programs help counteract the difficulties of 



finding jobs for students because it prepares them more for the workplace. Common WIL’s are summer internships, 

Co-op programs, or part time employment in the industry while taking classes. “During a co-op program, the student 

often has a chance to leverage relationships with corporate contacts, fellow co-op students working in the same 

company and other potentially useful contacts encountered in the course of the work experience. This helps to 

promote knowledge of job opportunities inside or outside the participating company. In addition to greater 

information access, the co-op student (compared with the non-co-op student) may have greater access to 

professional guidance, job referrals, job recommendations and, potentially, job offers” (Tobias, 1996). 

According to a case study published on ASC regarding WIL programs, “The course grades students earn are higher 

for Co-op students than regular stream students. Over the last four years, the percentage of Co-op students that 

earned   grades of A or A- was 37% compared to only 31% for regular stream students. The rationale for this 

variance could be attributed to the additional experiential learning students receive in the workplace” (Mah, Arian, 

and Sharma, 2014). See the diagram below for the results of the study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In addition to the knowledge gained from WIL programs, research finds that co-operative education resulted in a 

stronger labor market and a better chance of employment for students (Downey, Kalbfleisch, and Truman, 2002). 

“Noted benefits to the co-op students include reduced student debt-load, higher rates of employment, and higher 

rates of permanent employment” (Siddiqi and Ozcan, 2004). According to a study by Khalid Siddiqi and Said 

Ozcan, “Most of the students who gained industry experience through a co-op or internship found that construction 

companies tend to pay higher salaries to BS (Construction) graduates with some practical or internship experience 

than those without it. Consequently, a majority of the construction students prefer to work and study together, if they 

can, to improve their prospects for a higher compensation in a full time position” (Siddiqi and Ozcan, 2004). In their 

study, they found 50% of the 148 students they surveyed received higher salaries because of their internship or co-

op experiences (Siddiqi and Ozcan, 2004). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1:  Increased Grades Due to Co-op Program (Mah, Arian, and Sharma, 2014) 

Figure 2: Higher Salaries Due to Co-op Program (Siddiqi and Ozcan, 2004) 



 

 

Benefits to Participating Companies 

In addition to the students, participating companies of a co-op program benefit as well. “The participating company 

gains the advantage of being able to select at relatively low cost and risk the most promising candidates for potential 

full-time recruitment” (Tobias, 1996). A co-op program can be an efficient, cost-saving method for establishing 

future work relationships with candidates whose academic work and professional interests already qualify them for 

the job. Companies can see firsthand the students’ performance and if they have demonstrated compatibility with the 

corporate culture. Employment of a co-op student is seen as a way to acquire a tested resource already accustomed 

to the business, employees, and simply how the company operates. As a result, the co-op student has a greater 

chance of success and helps the company to reduce the costs of recruitment. (Tobias, 1996). 

 Khalid and Said in a similar case study found that employers also benefit from students participating in a co-op or 

internship program. Their survey of 16 companies found that “A majority (88%) of the construction companies prefer 

to hire graduates who have had some practical experience through internships or co-op programs. Most of the 

construction companies (75%) approach institutions for internships through the university career centers or 

construction programs. However, 25% of the companies do not have a formal contact with the institutions offering 

the Construction Management programs. Seventy five percent (75%) of the companies agree that a graduate in 

Construction Management discipline who has completed an internship is better or significantly better than the one 

who has not been involved in such a program. A majority of the construction companies indicated that the amount of 

time required to train a fresh graduate, who has not undergone an internship, is significantly higher than the one who 

has internship experience. Half of the construction companies recommended graduates to complete an internship prior 

to degree completion.  Additionally, about half of the companies suggested doing an internship either in junior or 

senior year of study” (Siddiqi and Ozcan, 2004). 

WIL programs such as internships over the summer are a great way for students to take their academic learning into 

the industry. That being said, a more integrated approach, like a co-op, is shown to be more effective. Students that 

take classes at the same time they are working can apply their learning from school to the industry and vice versa. The 

key difference is that both types are learning are happening at the same time, rather than finishing school and starting 

an internship. For most schools “Co-op programs are typically Semester-long paid work placements that are an integral 

part of an academic degree program based on alternating academic and work terms. As per Canadian Association for 

Co-Operative Education, a co-op education program formally integrates a student's academic studies with work 

experience to engaged in productive work, rather than merely observing, for which remuneration is paid to the student” 

(Mah, Arian, and Sharma, 2014). On the same topic, Groenewald also states that co-operative education has “four 

core dimensions: developing an integrated curriculum; designing work components to support experiential learning; 

cultivating supportive employers; and creating a structure to administer, monitor, and evaluate the learning 

experience” (Groenwald, 2004). Don Mah, Faisal Arian, and Vishal Sharma also state that “Internships are less 

structured form of co-op program. Internship program involves the placement in the work environment but does not 

rotate academic and work periods as co-op program does” (Mah, Arian, and Sharma, 2014). The structure that these 

two sources are describing is the reason why co-ops are proven to be more successful for all parties involved, more so 

than less structured internships.  

Benefits to Participating Universities  

In a case study done by Jennifer Villeneuve and Norton Grub, the benefits of co-op programs are also positive to the 

universities that promote and offer them. In their study, they found that “for the colleges involved, the principal 

benefit of a co-op education is that it strengthens their institutional links to employers” (Villeneuve and Grub, 1996). 

In their study, they researched schools in Cincinnati and found that “employers are quite familiar with the variety of 

education providers, and generally supportive of education in contrast to other communities where their attitudes 

range from indifference to hostility. Colleges also benefit from having what they consider to be higher-quality 

education, guided by the participation of employers and complemented by work-based placements, and they also 

enjoy higher placement rates for their graduates than would be true in the absence of co-op education” (Villeneuve 

and Grub, 1996). In other words, the stronger the relationship colleges have with the industry, the more likely a 

student is to get a job due to that extra exposure. This strong relationship also attracts students to attend a University 

with a strong co-op program. According the Villeneuve and Grub, Colleges “are able to recruit students who 



understand that they'll get a job at the end of their college experience versus how many college students are out 

there” (Villeneuve and Grub, 1996). This idea is especially true when the economy is not in favor of the construction 

industry, and jobs are hard to come by.  

 

Methodology 

 
The objectives of this analysis are as follows: 

• Research the benefits of Work Integrated Learning. 

• Research how many students know about or have participated in the Co-op Learning Program offered to all 

Construction Management students. 

• Discover why so many students are not taking advantage of the Co-op Learning Program. 

• Discover if students feel regular 10-12 week internships are too short in length and not allowing students to 

truly get a grasp of the industry. 

• Provide a recommendation to the Construction Management Department on how the program could be 

more successful based off of my results. 

The methodology chosen for this analysis is a quantitative survey that was sent to all of the Construction 

Management Students at California Polytechnic State University. Survey Monkey was used as a platform to quickly 

and efficiently send out a mass survey to the students as well as view the results in a generated bar diagram.  

 
Questions asked of all CM students: 

1. What year are you in school? 

2. Have you completed a regular (10-12 week) internship in the construction field? 

3. Did you feel your time as an intern was cut short? If so, Why?  

4. Have you heard of the CM Co-op Program? 

5. Have you participated in the CM Co-op program or completed an internship loner than 10-12 weeks. 

6. If you haven’t, why not? 

 

Results and Discussion 

 
After sending out the Survey to the entire CM department, I received 59 responses that all showed a pattern to why 

students are not participating in Co-op program and if they are satisfied with their experience at a regular 10-12 

week internship.  

 

Of the 59 people surveyed, 42 had successful completed a regular 10-12 week internship. Six of the students that 

had not completed it where freshman, so they will not be included in this study because they probably haven’t had 

the opportunity to complete a regular internship. Of those 42 students that have completed a regular internship, 

47.6% of them felt that once they got the hang of everything, it was already time to leave. This was by far the most 

common answer selected. The third most popular answer was selected by 8 students, and that was that they weren’t 

there long enough to get any real responsibilities. I chose to group these two answer selections together because they 

both point out a common issue with 10-12 week internships –they are simply too short. The results are shown in 

Figure 3 below.  

 

 

 



 

 

As you can see in Figure 3 above, nearly 2/3 of the students felt that their time was cut short in a regular internship. 

This leads to my next question of why students are not pursuing a longer internship or Co-op experience, given that 

it may solve this issue.  

In order to understand why students are not pursuing a longer internship or Co-op program, I asked students if they 

have even heard of the program. Of the 59 students who answered the question, only five had not heard of the 

program. Clearly, a lack promoting the program is not the problem. That being said, only eleven of the 59 students 

had actually completed the Co-op Program or an internship longer than 10-12 weeks. Results of this question are 

shown in Figure 4 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After analyzing who had participated in the Co-op program, I wanted to understand why such a large percentage of 

students had not. For the last survey question, students were asked why they haven’t participated in the program. Of 

the 49 students that answered this question, 25 of them said that they fear it would extend their graduation date, 11 

have participated in the program, 6 didn’t know it was an option, and 7 stated that it simply doesn’t interest them. 

Results from this question can be seen in Figure 5 below.  

64.1%

34.9%

Summer Internship too short Summer Internship not too short

18.6%

81.4%

Yes No

Figure 3: Do you feel your time as an intern was cut short? 

Figure 4: Have you Participated in the CM Co-op Program or an Internship Longer than 10-12 

Weeks? 

 



 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 
The results from this case study clearly point out that students feel a 10-12 week internship is too short, but that it is 

too hard to take time off from school to complete a six month long co-op or extended internship. Work integrated 

learning is a crucial part of construction management student’s education, and students need to have access to any 

opportunities that could help them succeed without extending their graduation. In this case, the co-op program is 

clearly a great opportunity to eliminate the problem with 10-12 week internships, but a plan needs to be put in place 

to ensure that students will graduate on time if they participate in the program. After analyzing the current CM 

curriculum and flowchart, the critical path of a student’s course load is clearly the four to six unit lab courses. Labs 

cannot be taken together, and since there is a total of seven lab classes, students must plan around them and allow a 

quarter per lab. Assuming students take CM 115 in the spring of their freshman year, this leaves six labs to be taken 

over the remaining nine quarters. That leaves three potential quarters where a student could take off either a fall or 

spring quarter and work through the summer. In Figure 6 below, one example is shown of how students could 

change their schedule to fit in a co-op and still graduate on time.  

 

 

 

 

 

22.45%

51.02%

12.24%

14.29%

I have It may extend my graduation date

Didn't know it was an option Simply doesn't interest me

Figure 5: Why Haven’t you Participated in the CM Co-op Program? 



 

In Figure 6 above, you’ll see that spring quarter of a student’s sophomore year is an option to take a quarter off and 

work through the summer to complete a 6 month long co-op. Students receive six units of tech elective credit during 

the six month long Co-op but will need to take more classes to remain on track. Given that CM 317 is already an 

online course, it can be taken from any location with internet. In addition to those two courses, students can also 

enroll in an online general education course. Cal Poly now allows you to take certain general education courses at 

other Cal State Universities that are online. In fact, students can enroll in them through the Cal Poly portal and still 

receive their financial aid since they will be enrolled in more than 12 units. Another option that some students have 

taken advantage of is taking a community college general education course online or in person at the location of 

their internship. Students can research what community college courses transfer to Cal Poly with the help of 

Assist.org which is a website designed for that purpose.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Classes Students Could Take with a Co-op to ensure They Will Graduate on Time. 
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