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INTRODUCTION

Since 1957, when the University of Waterloo initiated the first co-op program in Canada, the number of co-operative education
programs has increased tremendously. Today, the Canadian Association for Co-operative Education (CAF: CE) lists more than 100
university and college members offering co-op programs in hundreds of professional study areas. Co-op is now a recognized form of
education, and much research has been done to ascertain its benefits for students, employers, and the institutions offering these programs.
Based on research findings and experience from operating co-op programs, improvements to programming are continuously made to reflect
changes in learning theories as well as professional work requirements.

Since co-op is an education strategy, not a job placement strategy, it is important for students and parents to understand its nature and
formulate realistic expectations. There are real benefits for participation in co-op programs, but there are also commitments and sacrifices.
All evidence indicates that bridging study and work is becoming more and more important for postsecondary students. Co-op programs
present an excellent mode of learning that is conducive to linking study to work, and vice versa. In this article, I will give an overview of
co-op education at the postsecondary level, and will point interested students and parents to further sources of information.

FRAMING CO-OPERATIVE EDUCATION
The following definition of co-op education is extracted from CAFCE’s website.!

A Co-operative Education Program is a program that formally integrates a student's academic studies with work experience in
co-operative employer organizations. The usual plan is for the student to alternate periods of experience in appropriate fields of business,
industry, government, social services and the professions according to the following criteria:

Each work situation is developed and/or approved by the co-operative educational institution as a suitable learning situation.

The co-operative education student is engaged in productive work rather than merely observing,

The co-operative education student receives remuneration for the work performed.

The co-operative education student's progress on the job is monitored by the co-operative education institution.

The co-operative education student's performance on the job is supervised and evaluated by the student's employer.

The total co-operative work experience is normally fifty percent of the time spent in academic study, and in no circumstances less
than thirty percent.

O B W e

CAFCE has an accreditation process that educational institutions can use to assess the quality of their co-op programs. While this is not
mandatory for institutions, many of them apply for accreditation, or at least use the standards established by accreditation as a basis of
developing their programs. '

In BC, the Association of Co-operative Education (ACE) represents CAFCE to advocate co-op education and serves as a conduit for the
member institutions to develop resources and programs that help encourage student participation in co-op education.

The following benefits for students are extracted from the ACE website.?
1. Students receive meaningful, study related work experience which is a prerequisite for post-graduation employment.
. Students explore career opportunities through their experiences in real work environments.
3. Students obtain valuable hands on experience and are able to evaluate interests and aptitudes to assess career goals. Salaries are paid
at competitive rates allowing students to finance their education.
4. Students develop valuable workplace skills such as teamwork, communication, writing and computer skills.
5. Institutions receive immediate feedback on the quality and relevance of their program and on the quality of their students.

The following benefits for employers are also extracted from the ACE website.>
1. Starting and completing a special project.

2. Supplementing existing staff during peek periods.

3. . Reducing recruiting costs.

4.  Hiring temporary staff to fill in during vacations and leave.

! ‘Definition of Co-operative Education’, in the “About CAFCE” section, http://www.cafce.ca/e/index-e. htm

% ‘What are the Benefits of a Co-op Education’, in the “Student Information” section, http://www.co-op.be.ca/stdinfo2. htm
* ‘What are the Benefits of Hiring a Co-op Student’, in the “Employer Information” section,

http://www.co-op.be.ca/Emplover. htm




5. Utilizing a student's knowledge of new technology to complete a special project.
6.  To assist in building a work force which meets the needs of their organization and which contributes to its success.

Since the benefits are mutual, more and more employers are becoming interested in hiring co-op students. Here’s what one co-op employer
has said positively about co-op:*
Seagate Software (now known as Crystal Decisions) recently hired a UBC Arts Co-op student as a technical writer and we were
surprised to find out how useful an English student could be in a software company! The student wrote a Quick Start guide for a new
product, edited a developer’s guide, coordinated technical reviews, and organized meetings to discuss user interface design. Since then,
Seagate has hired more than a few Arts Co-op students from UBC ... (Karen Bently, Documentation Team Leader, Crystal Decisions)

Likewise, co-op students gain positive experience from their work terms:’
As a Personal Financial Services Representative, I handle issues involving customer finances, including regular savings accounts,
investments, and loans. My position requires me to be both a financial advisor as well as a salesperson-roles that are each uniquely
challenging and exciting. ... My studies have helped me to develop excellent communication skills and the ability to look at problems
from different perspectives—skills essential to the Royal Bank of Canada. (Winnie Low, Linguistics Major, Commerce Minor, UBC)

Co-op Education in BC

According to recent statistics collected by CAFCE, in 2000-2001, BC had a total of 11,449 co-op student enrollments, 2,415 of which were
from colleges/institutes and 9,034 from universities.5 All BC colleges, institutes and universities have set up some forms of co-op
programs. These programs span a large range of studies, including arts and humanities, sciences, engineering, commerce/business, trades,
and technologies. These programs share common features while differ in details of program content.

e Alternating study and work terms
Co-op students conduct their program in alternate study and work terms. The number and length of work terms differ, but co-op
students are often required to commit themselves to a set number of work terms.

o Co-op fees
Fees may be in the form of tuition (based on credits) or special co-op fees, or a combination of both. Since co-op programs require
extra coordination work, most institutions need extra funds to operate these programs. :

o Maintaining appropriate academic standing
Applicants to co-op programs often have to maintain appropriate academic standing. This requirement ensures that the students who
are admitted into’ co-op programs have reasonable knowledge and skills related to their fields of study, and would be able to
contribute to their co-op positions.

e Mandatory preparation workshops )
To ensure that co-op students have a realistic understanding of co-op programs as well as necessary skills in securing placements
(such as resume writing, job search, job interview skills, etc.), most institutions require applicants to attend mandatory prep
workshops.

e Coordinator support
Co-op officers are available to support the co-op students from the initial stage of application to the final stage of completion. These
co-op coordinators not only provide help to the co-op students, but they also work closely with the co-op employers to ensure that
their experience with hiring co-op students is a positive one.

e Job posting service
While some co-op students find their own placement, most utilize job posting services by their institutions. Placement opportunities
are often developed by co-op coordinators with employers, and the job postings are accessible to co-op students.

o Job interviews

_ Although the institution has developed co-op positions with employers, the responsibility is on the employers to select the most

appropriate candidates. Co-op students have to realistically work through a normal job application process. Placement is not
guaranteed, and only hard work by the students leads to positive results.

e On-site visits and employer supervision

4 Extracted from the UBC Arts Co-op website, “Student/Employer Profiles” section,
http://co-op.arts.ubc.ca/employers.cfm?ID=132

> ibid

6 Tn the “Statistics” section, a downloadable PDF file, http://www.cafce ca/e/index-¢.htm




Co-op coordinators work with program advisors and employers to ensure that the co-op experience is helping the students apply what
they have learned in their studies to the real world of work. On-site visits are conducted, and employers commit resources to
supervise and support the co-op students. However, this does not mean that the co-op students are there just to learn; they are
expected to contribute to their jobs like any other employees. The level of expectations differ, of course, because they are still learners
in their field of studies.
Final report submission requirements

In order to complete their co-op programs, students often have to write final reports to assess their co-op experience. Their
assessment is often based on learning objectives that have been set up in the beginning of the co-op term.

Special Pointers

1.

Arts students do co-op too

In the past, "co-op" was only associated with business, computer science, or engineering students. Today, many universities, including
UBC and SFU, have Arts Co-op Programs. At UBC, Arts co-op students not only get support from their coordinators; they also get
peer support from the Arts Co-op Student Association. Arts co-op students have found co-op positions related to public relations,
human resources, writing, special event organization, research & analysis, history & archeology, socio-economic planning, legal and
Jjustice issues, and fine arts.

Think career planning and work-based learning - not just earning a few extra bucks

Postsecondary students doing part-time or summer jobs is common. But co-op is more than earning extra bucks. Co-op is based on
adult learning theories that emphasize the integration of study and work. So it is foremost a learning method. At the same time, €o-0p
students are able to explore their career options using the co-op work terms. Research has shown that co-op students have higher
employment rates and choose their careers more rationally.

Alternatives to full co-op programs

What if a student's career interest does not have a matching co-op program? There are other options. Some programs may have a
practicum component, whereby students are placed in supervised, but unpaid, job positions in order to apply what they have learned in
their studies. Practicum periods are usually shorter — not months like co-op work terms, but weeks perhaps. And then there are

internship programs -- some paid and some unpaid/voluntary. Some internship programs are reserved for graduates, while others allow
any students to apply.

To Find Out More

Interested students should always contact the co-op offices of their respective institutions for the most up-to-date program information.
Canadian Association of Co-operative Education (CAFCE) (www.cafce.ca)

general information about co-op education
accreditation information

BC Association of Co-operative Education (ACE) (www.co-op.be.ca)

Brief information on BC co-op programs and links to institutional websites

Institutions in the Lower Mainland with co-op programs:

University of British Columbia (www.coop.ubc.ca)

Simon Fraser University (www.sfu.ca/coop)

British Columbia Institute of Technology (www.bcit.ca/industry/coopEducation.shtml)
Kwantlen University College (www.kwantlen.bc.ca/coop-ed)

Langara College (www.langara.bc.ca/coop)

Douglas College (www.douglas.bc.ca/coop)

Capilano College (www.langara.bc.ca) — look for links to cooperative education programs

Two Self-Counsel publications have useful information about co-op programs:
The Complete Guide to Canadian Universities
The Complete Guide to Canadian Colleges
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