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Feature FIELDY EXPERIENCE AND COOPERATIVE ERDUCATION,
SEAILARFTIES AND DIFFERENC B

and laying claim to this commion growd among difierent fors of experiential education
is important because it highlights what experience-based learning can add to the
traditional academic curriculum. For those of us who see experiential education as
one answer to the call for a more holistic approach to learning, this is good news,
indeed. It appears that whatever we are doing, and however we choose to do i,
in 2 significant number of students acerue some positive benefits from participation
I experiential education programs. We have a right to feel reassured and grratificd,
and to use reviews of this nature to advocate for educational reform in the broader
academic community.
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However, as practitioners in cxpericntial eduention i waould he short-siphued
to read reviews of student outcomes from this perspective alone and gloss over
the real differences among programs, work sites and individual students,
Examining the differential impact thes: factors might have on student outcomes
would help us identify the key moderating variables in the experiential learning
process and help us more clearly define the principles of good practice.
Unfortunately, Williams review does not address this issue of difference. There
is, for example, no definition of the term field education and the variance in programs
must be gleaned from looking at the tides of the studies he summarizes.
Nonctheless, comparing this review 1o research findings in co-op does highlight
what some of the critical differences affecting student outcomes might be. Thus,
the following analysis is intended not only to identify areas of convergence between
field education and cooperative education, but also to identify arcas of divergence,
with the hope of stimulating discussion, debate and, eventually, furure research
on issues of practical and theoretical importance to practitioners.

Introduction

Of alt the henefits associated with experiential educadion, those related ¢
student development arc of the most interest to educators. Those of us who wor
with students do not need to be convinced of the positive impact work experienc
has on participants. Anecdotally we share with one another our success storie
— stories of individual students who have grown, matured, gained self-confidenc
or a new sense of direction and purpose because of exposure to what we lik
to call the real world. Yer, we recognize that these outcomes are not guarantee
and that in fact, not all students achicve all the benefits identified. I making sens
of our observations we suggest reasons that might account for the different effec
experiental education has on individual students. We note that individual studen
differ,” experiential settings differ, and of course the structure, design am
implementation of supporting programs differ.

Given these differences it may scem ill-advised o generalize about the impac
of experiential cducation on student development. Yeg, there are important reasons
to do so. As Rick Williams notes in “The Impact of Ficld Education on Studen
Development: Research Findings,” there are some outcomes that are persistently.
related o experiential situations, despite individual, prograny or setting characteristics
The student development outcomes Williams™ identifies cluster in three broad areas
personal and emotional development, career development and academic achievemen
This clustering occurs even though the summarized studies include students ranging
from middle school to college age and beyond, and the experiential situations ran:
from traditional work settings to experiences sach as peer advising, tutoring or Peat:
Corps involvement. A similar clustering of outcomes has been associated with anothe
form of experiential education, cooperative education. (Fletcher, 1989a) For co-op
the autcomes can be grouped into personal development, career development an
academic achieverment. Again, these outcomes were observed despite wide variatio
in co-op participants, program characteristics and cxpcricntial settings. Recognizing

Persomal Development
As Willtams notes, “the research on the effeets of participation in ficld
education prograns on peesonal development is strong and positive - studenty

- appear to have higher self=respect, less anxicty and depression, and more emotional
omfort and confidence in social interactions.” A recent review of personal
development outcomes related to participation in cooperative education {Fletcher,
98%) reaches a similar conclusion: “[Studies show that] co-op experience
ontributes to increased scif-confidence and enhanced self-concept . . . an
Increase in autonomy ... and the development of social marturity and
interpersonal skills.” (p. 28) It would appear that experiences that break the
raditional academic model of student as a passive receiver of knowledge and place
tadents in siwations in which they are active participants in their own
evelopment have a positive offect on personal growth and maturicy, particularly
n the area of self-esteem. Yet there are some important differences between field
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experience and cooperative education that suggests that the process by which these
similar outcomes are achieved may in fact be somewhat different.

Field experience is a term that encompasses many different kinds of experientia
settings. However, a ook at the studies included in Williams’ review shows tha
a good many of them were service learning scttings, That is, they were sotting
in which the developmental goal of the placcmcnt was primarily to encourage
sensc of social responsibility in participants by placing them in siwations that would
give them the opportunity to empower others. This is rarely the primary’
developmental goal of a cooperative education placement. Rather, co-op placements
tend to focus on influencing a participant’s sense of competence or personal mastery
Thus, the emphasis is on self-assessment and matching an individual’s skills, interest
and abilities with the requirements of the (usual) work setting, Task success, not
cinpanvertent, oacen as the primaey stinles o pessenal development,

These twa clements, capowerment and comperence are actually two of the
four conditions thought to enhance seli-esteen (Coopersmith, 1967; Flewher, 1990b;
Miller, 1984). Since self-estcem itself has often been cited as one of the key individual
characteristics that moderate many developmental processes (Brockner, 1988) it is
probable that experiential education affects personal development through the
construct self-esteem. If this is the case, then field experience and cooperative
education both of which have been shown to enhance self-esteem, might lead to
‘iszhfly different Fmscmal icve]npmem outcomes, because each develops different
dimensions of the estcem construct. For cxample, it seems likely that placements
that emphasize personal mastery might lead o developmental outcomes such as
enhanced seif-cfficacy, or a willingness to set increasingly higher future goals, or
the confidence to take on unfamiliar tasks or a potentially risky endeavor. On the
other hand, placements that emphasize the empowerment dimension of self-esteem
might lead to personal development outcomes that more likely are affective in nature,
such as tolerance for diversity, empathy toward others, or an increased willingness
to get emoticnally involved with others.

Interestingly, companag Williams’ review with some of the research findings
in cooperative cducation provides seme support for dis hypothesiv, The mast

Feature FIELD EXPERIENCE AND COQPERATIVE EDUCATION:
SIMILARITIES ANEY DIFFERENCES

conservative in outlook, and more cautious in expressing their attitudes. In
contrast, the studies of field education indicate attitudinal and personality changes
that are not primarily career-oriented, but encompass more affective, relational
pects of developmental ngc Lor C\a::;p]c Williams notes that after field
CXPCI‘iC!lCL‘., p:i!‘thlp:mLS ATC 1more ()lltg()lﬂg, U”]I]]ﬂi')lt(,(], Im PU;MVL ‘ln(l S()Ll-l})lt
and that males in particular exhibit evidence of increased emotional matarity,
“while this is clearly less than conclusive evidence, it suggests some real differences
" in developmental outcomes among programs that would be nteresting to pursuc.
~ At the very least, it is safe to say that rescarchers in field education have focused
on personality characteristics and affective development to a grearter degree than
" have researchers in cooperative education. Since researchers tend to develop
* hypotheses bascé on their own experience and obscrvations, it is probable tha:
praciitioness in | Neld cxpertence proprans e cihes more wensative to thear Ty pe
of outcomes or obsu"w, them more irequently than do co-op rescarchers.

In summary, it appears that the common gromd between fickd experience and
cooperative cducation in the arca of personal development outcomes is that cach has
been shown to enhance self-csteem. However, differcnces between the two types
of experiential programs suggest that cach may influence a different aspecr of self-
estcem and that this may result in slighty different attitudinal and behavioral outcomes.

Career Development

Comparing the research ladings in field education widi those in cooperars

education suggests that co-op has a greater impact on carcer developman:

outcomes than does field experience. Results of studies comparing co-ops te non-
co-ops have found chat co-ops evidence greater carcer commitment {Weston,
1986), make more mformed carerr decisions and have a greater perceived
recognition of their own abilities, limitations and interests (Wilson, 1974). In
addition, co-ops report more varicty in their job search activides, report they fedl
more informed of carcer opportunities {Brown, 1976), and have a more realistic
view of themselves and their occupational opportunitics { Brown, 1985; Mann &
Schiueter 1983) than do their nan-co-op counterparts. Since these outcomes arc
similar to the commonly ;u‘rr‘plt'c] definnion of vocatonad cotariny, it is penerally
agreed  that cooperative education affeets carcer development through this
construct {Fletcher, 1990a). While the rescarch on career development cutcomes
related o field experience is far less conclusive, it would appear that to the extent
it does influence career development, it too does so through the construct of
vocational maturity. For example, the two outcomes Williams identifies as having
empirical support — a sense of vocational realism and an appropriate use of
~ occupational information and planning — are also signs of vocational maturity.

Lf&)i!lp!‘t’jlc‘ﬂﬁl’\f{' SLley ﬂ!‘ [i]C il]l}_}ii{:l L)f‘(.fﬂ()l)(:l'il[ivt' C(.ill(_‘(i{‘l()il Wil PCrSU”ZlI gl‘OWth
and values was conducted in 1974 by Wilson. Few differences in personal values,
societal values or attitudes toward people were found when co-ops were compared
to non~co-ops. Findings which did reach significance tended to cluster in caresr-
related attitudes and values. For example, results indicated that co-ops were more
likely than non-co-ops to experience a shift in work values away from “helping
others” toward less people oriented valaes. They also tended to be more
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Academic Achievement

The dearest example of convergence between lickd expericnce aud cooperative
education rescarch findings is in the area of academic achicvement. Both types of
rograms appear to have the largely unintended consequence of enhancing academic
performance and persistence to graduation. While several co-op rescarchers have
ted and measured this phenomenon {Lindenmeyer, 1967; Smith, 1965; Wilson &
Lyons, 1961; Yensco, 1970), few have hypothesized about the reasons why co-op might
ve this effect. Although recently some have suggested that the effect co-op has
academic achicvenient may stem from its ability w enact cortain learning principles
ranton et al., 1990; Fletcher, 1989b; Fletcher et al., 1990} there is no empirical
idence to support this assertion. As a result, most of the co-op community continue
assurne that the effect is probably related to the fact that work experience increases
relevance of coursework and the desire for degree completion in order to achieve
re carcer goals (Wilson & Lyons, 1961).

Interestingly, nearly all the studics? in the Williams’ review that measured the
ect of ficld experience on academic achicvement were those with career education
2 goal. Thus, the positive resclts tend to support the Wilson and Lyons hypothesis
that experiential placements affect academic achievement and retention through the
construct of carcer relevanee. However, a claser look i the Willianms review sugyrests

There s additional supportiy, evidence diac both progeams influence career
development through enhancing vocational maturity. Like one of the studies
Williams' review, ! studies in cooperative education (Weston. 1986; Wilson & Lyot
#1961, Rowe, 1989) indicate that participants in experiential programs appear to be |
certain of their career interest than do non- participants. While there could be man
explanations for this phenomenon {including the possibility of pre-program differences
in participanss), it is likely that at least part of the effect is due to the potential
experiential placements w hdp move participants out of the eurly “certainty” stage
of career choice and into the “testing” phase. Less certainty is interpreted as eviden

of a more realistic view of the career search process that again is a sign of vocatio
maturity. The difference in strength of the career development outcomes associated w
each program is probably duc to the different goals and programmatic features of e
For example, the goal of most co-op programs is to enhance career development throug
career-related employment. Thus, there is a strong programmatic emphasis on self-assessme
values clarification and person-job congruence. The job-sccking process iwself 1
important source of reality checking for participants, as is the opportunity the wo
setting provides for testing self-perceptions with occupational reality. Naturally,
quality of the information generated by the experieace will he determined by
relevince of the plweent o civeer interests. Lxperiential placements with §
preparatory emphasis on self~assessment and reality checking could not be expe
to achieve the same results. As Williams notes: “The student placed in 2 work experieni
dissmilar to his expressed interest will not be exposed to the experience and information
necessary to influence his career choice.”

Another program feature that might account for the difference in can
development outcomes is the time spent on assignment. Unlike field experience,
op is often a long-term program including several work periods. The opportuni
to experience repeatedly the “preparation-to-performance-to-debriefing” ~cyel
probably accounts for the strength of the career development outcomes associa
with cooperative education. As Williams points out in his recommendatio
“Intensive, long-term field experiences would have more impact than shadowing
programs or short-term experiences.”

Insummary, it appears that the effect of both field experience and coopera
education on career development occurs through the construct of vocati
maturity. The difference between the strength of career development outcom
associated with each type of program is probably related to the goals, progr
f( atures 'iﬂ.(} ]’h];l)\ﬂl)hlt ]] (]IK ni l“ﬂ“ ﬂ [Se ] l]

ﬁmt Whl Coureey l‘l'l{‘v'l“((' ik iy E)(' o \tl()“" ('}(])I'll]'lt()ly acbor, 1l Ei;"ly Lot ;)(' L;!('
predommant onc. For it appears that scrvice learning pidu,mum, which are far loss
ely to be career-related than co-op piacuncms, also enhance academic achievement
d retention. This suggests that there is something other than carcer relevance that
influencing these outcomes. Although Williams does not remark on this discrepancy,
interesting to note that in drawing his conclusions abour the effect of experiential
acements on academic achicvement and retention, he relies on the observations of
e who studicd service learning as opposed to work placement settings. “Thus, he
poses that the positive cifect of experiental placements on academic achievement
retention is an indirect onc that occurs through the construct of enhanced self-
em. This mterpretation is supported by others who hypothesize that enhanced
festeem may be mextricably linked to all other outcomes associated with
icipation in experiential education {Fletcher, 1990a).

In summary, it appears that although field experience and cooperative
ucation each have been shown to affect academic achicvenrent and retention,
is unclear why or by what process this effect is achieved. However, the findings

The exceptun s the sendy by Rolerr e et al | 1osb Stedr cbde for Elandsapped ¢ efinge Stiadenss Fatl Beport sad Mogieal.
1 Andeews e yternan Caollegsr

He draws on the Robert Uric study of aides for handic {serdents and the Sophic Brown 1976 swdy, Peer and Cross-
Age Tutosing in the Schools, U.S. Depariment of Health, Edecation, and Welfare,

1 Newton, M. Ar Experiemental Study of the Effects of an Alternative Work Experience Pragram in the Middle School. Western
Kentucky University, 1975,
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do suggest that the relationship between experiential education and these cutcomes
is probably a global one, not dependent on program or placement characteristics.
Rather, it may occur indircctly through a general variable such as sclf-esteem.
If so, then there may be many other intervening or moderating variables, such
as career relevance, that affect the process differently for different programs.
Clearly, addidonal vesearch in this area is necded,

Conclusion
This analysis suggests that differences in program goals and structure, as well
as differences in students and placement scttings might engage different processes
toward similar ends. Thus, while both co-op and field experience enhance self-
esteern, they may do it through influencing different dimensions of that construct,
with slighdy different results. L1kew1se although both types of experiential
programs affect career development by enhancing vocational maturity, progra
goals and features may inlluence how strong that ellect is likely to be. And finally;
:ﬂthoug]i both programs appear to enhance academic achiovement and rctcntion;
there is little agreement on how this occurs. Thus, it is plausible to conclude that
this process is an indirect one, with many intervening and moderating variables
that have not yet been identified.

" This comparison of the similarities and diffcrences between rescarch findings
in cooperative education and field experience suggests that future progress in
understanding the impact of experiential education on participants will come from
rescarch that goes beyond comparing participants with non-participants. Although
research of this type is ]w?pI-u] andd PCUSSUNINgG Lo praciilioners, i does littte to [urther
our understanding of the process b\/ which the outcomes associated with
experiential cdueation are achicved. " facing practitioners loday is
to enhance the effectiveness of our progr(mm, to cnsure that outcomes accrue to -
students in an intentional rather than an arbitrary fashion, to ensure that our
particular program features foster cur stated goals, and that our students are
achieving the maximum benefit from their expericntial placements. Future
research that explicates the differences among and within programs can stimulate
this kind of effectivencss by helping us uaderstand the conditions, processes and
key program elements that foster each of the many different outcomes associated
with experiential education.

l( ¢ ]l l”( nge

Feature

- Brown, S.
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