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Abstract  This chapter commences the discussion that then continues across the 
contributions of this monograph regarding how practice-based learning experiences 
(i.e. those in the circumstances of practice and usually outside of university set-
tings) can be utilised and integrated within higher education courses in effective 
and sustainable ways. This discussion acknowledges that students’ learning through 
engagement in practice-based experiences is now and increasingly seen as being 
an essential component of higher education programs that are preparing graduates 
for entry into targeted occupations. The need for informed bases of teaching and 
learning to meet this demand grows as many of the existing concepts and practices 
within educational science cannot adequately inform the effective utilisation of stu-
dents’ learning experiences outside of educational programs and institutions, nor 
their integration. Hence, teachers in universities have to develop and reflexively 
advance the capacities (i.e. understandings, procedures and dispositions) required 
for effectively utilising and integrating such experiences. Through doing so, these 
teachers and their practices can inform others and, in turn, educational science. 
This proposition, its premises and case is advanced here through a discussion about 
the nature and contributions of learning through practice, how they might best be 
aligned with higher education provisions and in ways that are sustainable and effec-
tive. It does this by drawing upon the processes and findings of a recent national 
teaching fellowship that comprised 20 projects that focused on the integration of 
practice experiences within higher education programmes across a range of disci-
plines within six Australian universities.
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Practice Based Experiences and Higher Education

This chapter, like the other contributions to this monograph, seeks to inform about 
how practice-based experiences can be utilised and integrated as part of a wide 
range of higher education programs. As noted in the introductory chapter and as 
referred to in other contributions, the provision of practice-based experiences (e.g. 
workplaces) is now becoming an almost a universal element of those higher educa-
tion programs whose focus is preparing graduates for specific occupations (Organ-
isation for Economic Co-operation and Development 2010). One of the editors and 
contributors to this volume refers to the practice ‘bandwagon’ (Corradi et al. 2010) 
that is now being jumped upon and perhaps also driven by those from industry, the 
professions, government and education administrators and practitioners, as well as 
by passengers such as researchers, teachers and students. Of course, the provision of 
practice based experiences has long been a part of higher education provisions, and 
traditions such as co-operative, education, internships, sandwich degrees and more 
recently, foundation degrees. Yet, whereas once these kinds of provisions were 
largely restricted to the major professions and key occupations such as in medicine, 
law, physiotherapy, nursing and teaching, they are now seen as being a necessary 
element of all higher education programs aiming to develop the kinds of capaci-
ties required for students ability to immediately and effectively practice their oc-
cupations upon graduation (Department of Innovation Universities and Skills 2008; 
Universities Australia 2008). Indeed, across a range of countries with advanced 
industrial economies it seems that there is an increased engagement by professional 
bodies and industry representatives who are quite consistently requesting particular 
kinds of learning outcomes (i.e. graduates are having a smooth transition to prac-
tice) and also stipulating the kinds of experiences that students need to access and 
learn from to develop the required capacities to make that these transitions. Central 
to their concerns is that students need more time engaging with and participating 
in authentic experiences within the occupational practice that is the focus of their 
studies and that these experiences should be central elements of the educational pro-
gram, their assessment and also the accreditation of those programs. The demands 
of such bodies and their representatives are often supported by government and are 
consistent with their policies concerned generally with the nation state’s economic 
and social robustness and, particularly whenever employment is a central element, 
and, more specifically, with aligning publicly funded education provisions to meet-
ing key social and economic goals. Yet, it is not only voices external higher educa-
tion institutions that are demanding practice-based experiences, as students are also 
often increasingly keen to engage in these kinds of experiences because they want 
to develop capacities that will enhance their employability and lead to desirable 
employment and advancement in their working lives beyond higher education.

It follows, therefore, that there are heightened expectations by and growing in-
terest from sources external to universities in the form of government, professional 
bodies, industry groups and students that higher education provisions in countries 
such as Australia, the United Kingdom and Canada and possibly elsewhere that 
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these provisions will include a range of effective practice-based experiences aimed 
at enhance students’ employability upon graduation. These expectations are also 
being exercised by students who increasingly are self-sponsoring their higher edu-
cation and seeking a viable return on their investment. However, despite the gen-
eration of these expectations, it is unusual to hear of funding from external bodies 
and agencies to adequately support the costs of such arrangements, unless there is 
a particular and pressing priority (e.g. rural medical students, shortage of graduates 
for the extractive industries). Instead, the exercise of advice and expectations is 
often best characterised as being all care and no responsibility. For instance, often 
professional and regulatory bodies stipulate the quantum of practice experiences 
required for certification or membership, yet without taking any responsibility to as-
sist educational institutions or students within them access and secure placements. 
Consequently, although imperatives about having such experiences are being pro-
posed and expectations about their contributions and worth are being heightened, 
the resources for and expertise to ensure their adequate enactment will usually need 
to be found within higher education institutions, and, increasingly it seems by stu-
dents themselves. Given the demands to secure these experiences it becomes doubly 
important that they are used effectively and deployed maximally.

Therefore, this chapter discusses and advances some ways how practice-based 
learning experiences can be utilised within higher education programs preparing 
graduates for specific occupations. In doing so, it draws upon the processes and 
findings of a recent national teaching fellowship program involving 20 projects 
from across a range of disciplines that were hosted by six Australian universities 
(Billett 2011a). A key promise for this fellowship was that learning experiences in 
practice settings are an essential component of higher education programs prepar-
ing graduates for their chosen occupations. Yet, how those experiences are organ-
ised and enacted, and integrated with the other experiences that collectively com-
prise students’ curriculum is central to the quality of the learning outcomes secured 
for those students, along with how students elect to engage with the experiences 
provided in both practice and higher education settings. Indeed, beyond a consid-
eration of curriculum and pedagogic practices, concerns about students’ personal 
epistemologies, their development and enactment are also seen here, as being key 
educational goals. Moreover, given the complexity of some of these arrangements 
and need for localised action, it is proposed that those teaching in universities need 
to develop scholarly teaching practice to effectively engage students with, support 
that engagements and integrate these contributions arising from their experiences in 
practice settings. This informing practice is also required because existing concepts 
and practices within educational science may not always be helpful in guiding the 
effective utilisation of these kinds of experiences in higher educational programs, 
including meeting the requirements of the diversity of workplaces in which gradu-
ates will be employed in enacting their occupational practice. Therefore, teachers in 
higher education may need to develop further their understandings about and com-
petence with practices that utilise and integrate practice-based based experiences. 
Yet, all of this needs to occur in ways that are suitable for their disciplines, educa-
tional goals and occupational requirements. As noted, through such developments it 
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may be possible to inform and extend the current bases of educational science. The 
case here is made here through considering the nature and contributions of learning 
through practice, how that relates to the provision of professional education and 
ways in which the utilisation of these experiences can be sustainable and effective.

The Learning of Occupations Within Practice Settings

The process of learning of occupations through experiences in the circumstances 
of practice is well and highly proven and has stood the test of time. Across human 
history it comprises the most enduring, common and sustainable mode of support-
ing learning for occupations. That is, the family business, community based work 
or organised workplace setting were the most predominant mode of occupational 
preparation until industrialisation in European nation states and elsewhere (Billett 
2011b). The provision of educational programs specifically aimed at supporting 
occupational development in Western traditions was for a long time quite limited 
to a few major professions up until relatively recently. Although medicine, law and 
sometimes architecture, have been the focus of educational programs in ancient 
universities in Europe and before them in places such as Greece in Hellenic times 
(Lodge 1947), all of the other occupations upon which human existence and ad-
vancement rely have largely been developed in the circumstances of practice. More-
over, there is much to suggest that the innovations and development of the technolo-
gies, processes and practices that that have advanced these occupations also largely 
arose through activities in practice settings (Epstein 1998). So, it is the case that 
practice-based learning experiences are largely those that have brought humanity to 
this point of its development. The point here is that the development of occupational 
competence and the generation of new ideas and responses to emerging issues have 
not depended upon specialised programs within educational institutions or research 
within universities. Instead, the development of occupational capacities across mil-
lennia and the advancement of the knowledge which is utilised in those occupations 
has arisen through practice-based experiences and through individuals learning by 
engagement in those experiences (Greinhart 2002).

It is also noteworthy that learning through practice has long been held as being 
highly valued, often even more so than expediencies in educational settings, which 
have been seen by some as being at best substitute for actual practice. Anatomy 
classes, for instance, were introduced into medical training in Hellenic Greece be-
cause medical students or novices were unable to secure the kinds of medical expe-
riences that provided the required level of understanding of anatomy (Clarke 1971). 
Before their introduction into the university medical curriculum, these experiences 
had been provided through these novices working alongside more experienced doc-
tors as they performed various procedures and operations. However, in circum-
stances curiously reminiscent of those in present times, the lack of access the ad-
equate range of experiences to develop an understanding of anatomy led to the need 
for substitute experiences being enacted in the educational institution. Moreover, it 
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seems the advent of the textbook was also a product of this lack of opportunity for 
these students to learn from more experienced practitioners and knowledge of medi-
cine in the circumstances of practice (Clarke 1971). Perhaps surprisingly to many, 
textbooks were apparently introduced as a means to capture and codify the medical 
knowledge that doctors possessed and which was having difficulty being accessed 
adequately by novices and students because of limits in their access to practice ex-
periences and close engagements with experienced practitioners. Furthermore, the 
broader provision of occupational specific education is relatively recent. Only since 
the various industrial revolutions in Europe and elsewhere and the formation of 
modern nation states brought about needs for vocational education provisions and 
the development of the skills of a far wider range of occupations within universities, 
which grew in size and scope accordingly (Billett 2011b). It was the demise of the 
family businesses, often referred to as ‘cottage industry’, through the processes of 
industrialisation and that had been so generative of the development of occupational 
skills which necessitated the development of a broad range of educational provi-
sions to generate skilled workers with the depth of skills and the numbers required 
to sustain growing and competing industrial economies (Gonon 2009).

Yet, are such historical accounts relevant and helpful? It is sometimes suggested 
that the requirements of modern workplaces are no longer of the kind which can be 
accommodated by learning through the circumstances of practice. There is likely to 
be some truth in this proposition, particularly given the kinds of knowledge required 
for much of contemporary work and these forms of knowledge being difficult to ex-
perience and access and, therefore, learn (Martin and Scribner 1991; Zuboff 1988). 
However, on its own terms, there is no reason why conceptual knowledge cannot 
be learnt through practice settings. There have always been forms of these kinds 
of knowledge that individuals have had to learn, albeit perhaps in a less abstracted 
forms than in current times. However, there are forms of knowledge and means 
for the learning of that knowledge are probably best addressed within intentional 
experiences in educational institutions and through organised experiences for stu-
dents. Examples of these include finding ways to understand the canonical concepts 
and propositions associated with bodies of professional or other knowledge that 
may not be explicit or easy to engage with in practice settings (as in anatomy, the 
workings of a computer, vector factors and formulate). Further, there also may be 
the need to develop sets of understanding and practices that reflect something of 
the diversity of circumstances, values and practices associated with the enactment 
of occupations. This is because occupational practice when manifested in particu-
lar circumstances and the meeting localised needs inevitably has diverse goals and 
processes (Billett 2001). Moreover, understanding the kind of ethical considerations 
for professional practice might best be undertaken initially within an environment 
that exposes learners to a range of considerations associated with them prior to these 
learners having access to the operation of those practices in a particular workplace 
setting. So, clearly there is a need to consider the kinds of learning that are unlikely 
to be secured through experiences in the circumstances of practice and for other ar-
rangements to be made to support that learning.
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Conversely, the preparation of occupational skills within educational institutions 
alone is rendered very difficult because the experiences (i.e. activities and interac-
tions) provided in such settings are quite distinct in terms of their goals, procedures, 
imperatives, and bases of evaluation from those in authentic circumstances in which 
those occupations are practised (Raizen 1991). Further, the requirements for learn-
ing effective occupational practice is more than simply understanding and being 
aware of contextual factors. Recent accounts of learning emphasise the importance 
of the learning being informed and enriched by the range of environmental factors 
that shape and mediate the nature of human performance (Barsalou 2009; Billett 
1994; Brown et al. 1989). Put simply, learning how to nurse a patient in a mock 
hospital ward using other students as pretend patients and engaging in pretend pro-
cedures, is not just a poor substitute for authentic engagement in nursing activities, 
it fundamentally lacks the physical and social context in which these activities are 
enacted, which shape how this work is performed, what constitutes effective perfor-
mance and how that is to be judged by others as well as the norms of the workplace 
in which it is enacted. In part because of these limitations, concerns have arisen 
across a range of occupations that higher education graduates are not able to enjoy 
a smooth transition to practice the occupations for which they have been prepared 
(Department of Education Science and Training 2002; Department of Innovation 
Universities and Skills 2008; Universities Australia 2008). Therefore, it follows 
there is growing interest in providing higher education students with practice-based 
experiences that can be generative of these kinds of capacities and will assist them 
be able to practice more effectively upon graduation. So, although the provision of 
experiences in the circumstances of practice can be seen as merely responding to an 
external request to prepare ‘job ready’ graduates, there is also a concern that educa-
tors must organise appropriate experiences for their students to develop the capaci-
ties to actually enact the occupational tasks for which they are being prepared.

Yet, amidst a consideration of the requirement for university students to be job 
ready on graduation, it is necessary to be reminded that the expectations now being 
directed towards higher education programs by industry, professional bodies and 
students are very difficult to fulfil. It is one thing to be able to prepare graduates to 
possess the canonical concepts and practices required for occupational practice (i.e. 
those that every practitioner would be expected to be able to know and do) as stipu-
lated by a professional body or regulatory agency. However, it is quite another to be 
able to prepare graduates for the particular requirements of workplaces which may 
not be known until the time when they find employment within them. The point here 
is that occupational practice and the requirements are reflective practice are as di-
verse as the circumstances in which it is enacted. While the canonical principles and 
practices that underpin the occupation inform the nature of performance in practice 
settings and how it should be proceeded with, the actual requirements for secur-
ing effective practice are quite diverse across practice settings, often for very good 
reasons. So, each of these circumstances, have their own range of complications, 
variations and specific requirements. Yet, these are very difficult to predict or know 
about without understanding the range of contextual factors and the requirements of 
the circumstances in which they are to be practised. So, teachers in higher education 
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are confronting a difficult and demanding task associated with preparing graduates 
who can smoothly engage in and become immediately effective in practice settings, 
which often cannot be known about before the graduates are employed.

Yet, it follows here that it is important for these teachers to develop a scholarly 
practice directed towards developing students’ capacities both in this way within 
their own teaching and through supporting their engagement in and assisting them 
reconcile their experiences in practice settings. One reason for teachers to develop 
these kinds of capacities is that educational science may not be particularly help-
ful in informing about how learning experiences outside of educational institutions 
might best be organised and enacted.

Constituting Effective Educational Provisions  
and Practices

There are good reasons why those teaching in higher education may need to develop 
a more informed scholarly practice about utilising and integrating practice-based 
experiences within their programs. These reasons are at least six fold and have been 
largely brought about by a lack of development within educational science.

Firstly, educational science and informed practice of education are still in their 
relative infancy. Unlike many other disciplines, this science is relatively recent and 
nascent and is not the product of sustained enquiry over a long period of time. For 
instance, educational psychology as a field that might be expected to inform how 
learning arises across different settings is still relatively new with its foundations 
only extending back to the 1930s. Also, the majority of the work in this discipline 
has focused upon the education of children and their learning and development. 
Much less emphasis has been placed upon adults learning and development. More-
over, understandings about curriculum and pedagogic concepts and practices are 
still relatively immature. Certainly, the work that been done in this discipline is 
also very much premised upon what occurs within schools and through schooling. 
Little attention has been given to considerations of curriculum in practice settings, 
for instance (Billett 2006). All of this is perhaps not surprising, because the disci-
plinary knowledge associated with these practices is still relatively nascent. Tyler’s 
book on curriculum which is often seen as being a seminal text on curriculum and 
curriculum development was first published in 1949 (Tyler 1949). In addition, key 
journals in the field such as the Journal of Curriculum Studies had its first issue 
only in 1967.

Secondly, the understanding and accounts of the knowledge to be learnt through 
educational programs and the processes through which this knowledge is learnt are 
still the subject of much debate and, changing views and emphases. So for instance, 
taxonomies of knowledge advanced by Bloom (Bloom et al. 1956) in the late 1950s 
have been overturned and transformed by findings from cognitive science within 
the 1970s and 1980s. These changes are quite fundamental and, in particular, have 
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a range of implications for the kinds of procedural learning that is important for oc-
cupations. Whereas Bloom et al referred to these as psychomotor skills, more recent 
accounts from the expertise literature present these as being a set of procedures that 
have dimensions of specific through to highly strategic procedures that are analo-
gous to higher orders of cognitive thinking under Bloom. Yet, such is the purchase 
of Bloom’s taxonomy that it can be found as being the foundation which is used for 
identifying the goals to be learned for occupational practices in contemporary times.

Thirdly, the means by which the knowledge required for occupations is to be de-
veloped (i.e. learnt) has also transformed, including considerations of what has been 
referred to previously as transfer. Previously, there were strong beliefs about the 
development of highly transferable concepts arising from programs in educational 
institutions which would then be adapted (transferred) to particular circumstances 
of practice. However, current accounts suggest that quite the opposite approach is 
required for adaptability to occur. That is, rather than the transfer of knowledge 
being top-down with canonical occupational knowledge being applied confidently 
to different circumstances, instead the capacity to adapt is premised upon adapt-
ing that knowledge to the particular requirements of the particular circumstances 
where human performance is required. Lave (1988) reminds us that the process 
of adaptability is not analogous to a frog leaping from lily-pad to lily-pad to catch 
the fly (i.e. achieve the goal). The central point here is that the processes being 
labelled as transfer comprises a process of experiencing something, making sense 
of that experience, and then responding to it (i.e. perception and action), albeit in 
ways described as dis-embedding and re-embedding or de-contextualising and re-
contextualising from situational experiences, not the application of profound ca-
nonical knowledge. To put it simply, we have moved the situation where it was 
suggested that higher-order capacities could manage the process of transfer through 
to a situation in which it is suggested that localised knowledge and understandings 
of contacts, circumstances and requirements is likely to be necessary for effective 
adaptability. All of this shapes how we prepare students to engage in the particular 
instance of practice that they encounter upon graduation.

Fourthly, many of the concepts that commonly inform educational practice re-
main underdeveloped. In particular, current distinctions between theory and prac-
tice, and the divide between them that is frequently mentioned in relation to the in-
adequacy of experiences and educational settings and the need for those in practice 
settings are still largely based on the idea that theory (i.e. conceptual knowledge) is 
learnt in classrooms and practice (i.e. procedural knowledge) is that which is best 
developed in the circumstances of practice. However, these very premises are quite 
erroneous. Individuals learn concepts, propositions, causal links, and factual knowl-
edge (i.e. theory) across different kinds of settings, including workplaces (Billett 
1994). Then, the learning of how to do things (i.e. procedural learning) which is 
analogous to the term ‘practice’ also arises within educational settings as it does 
within settings where people engage in practice and applying knowledge in ways 
that secure goals. Consequently, important premises such as these that are used as 
part of the everyday educational discourse in higher education, by external institu-
tions and agencies and which are used to shape and inform considerations of the 
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quality of provision of learning experiences in practice settings and their integration 
within higher education programs. It follows therefore that these kinds of concep-
tual foundations may not be helpful in adequately addressing how best to utilise and 
integrate different kinds of experiences within higher education programs.

Fifthly, there still remains considerable uncertainty about what kinds of experi-
ences are generative what kinds of knowledge. That is, if there are particular forms 
of knowledge which need to be learned for people to practice occupations effec-
tively (i.e. domain specific conceptual, procedural and dispositional knowledge), 
these forms of knowledge need to be identified and consideration given to how best 
these kinds of learning is can be secured. Clearly, the kinds of learning that are de-
rived from sitting in a lecture theatre listening to a lecture and observing images as 
part of a presentation will not lead to the same kind of outcomes as when students 
are engaged in activities within practice settings. It is not a simple question that one 
is good or bad, because as stated above, there are particular strengths and limita-
tions to experiences in both practice and educational settings. More importantly, 
there needs to be a greater alignment between the kinds of knowledge which need 
to be learnt and the kinds of experiences that are provided across higher educa-
tion programs and within both educational and practice settings. Consequently, it 
is difficult to proceed with any confidence with particular pedagogic strategies or 
the sequencing of experience in practice-based settings unless these are informed 
about the ways in which the particular experiences which are selected for students 
are generative of the kinds of knowledge which need to be learnt. Moreover, we 
need to be mindful that the kinds of knowledge which are required in contemporary 
workplaces may not be the same as in earlier times and the kind of frameworks were 
used to understanding it in the past may now be inadequate. As Scribner informed 
a quarter of a century ago

… new cultural means are being elaborated at an accelerating rate in industrialised nations. 
Hardly have we approached the problem of understanding the intellectual impact of the 
printing press, than we are urged to confront the psychological implications of computerisa-
tion (Scribner 1985, p. 138)

Sixthly, as noted the focus of much of the efforts within educational science are 
not well aligned with informing about how younger or older adults learning in and 
across settings outside of educational institutions. Instead, its efforts have largely 
been directed towards the education of young children and in schooling settings. 
Indeed, educational science seems rather confused in its engagement with consid-
eration of learning anywhere other than educational institutions, which it often un-
critically privileges over other settings. Learning in the workplace settings is often 
referred to as informal, ad hoc and non-formal forms of learning or education, for 
instance. Yet, such a set of descriptors is neither helpful, accurate or are likely to 
provide the bases for informing effective educational provisions that would utilise 
and integrate these experiences to assist students become able to practice their oc-
cupation in particular settings beyond graduation.

Consequently, given these limitations, it is important that teachers develop their 
own scholarly practice which informs how their teaching and learning progresses 
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and how, they provide, enact, enrich and evaluate experiences in practice settings 
and then seek to integrate those with students’ experiences within the overall course 
curriculum.

Towards an Effective Integration of Practice Experiences

To propose how students’ experiences in practice-based settings might best be inte-
grated with other experiences within higher education programs, the findings of an 
Australian national teaching fellowship (Billett 2011a) are drawn upon here. This 
Fellowship comprised 20 projects across a range of academic disciplines that each 
sought to enrich higher education students’ experiences through the integration of 
their experiences in practice settings. The findings from these reports are used to 
propose means by which teachers in universities can both engage in practice-based 
scholarly work and be informed how to proceed to effectively integrate those expe-
riences. Through those projects, individual or teams of university educators used a 
range of approaches in attempt to enrich students’ experiences and then appraised 
the outcomes of those efforts. Subsequently, through considerations and evaluations 
of their projects, much was learnt about how provide those experiences to often large 
cohorts of students, and what kinds of curriculum and pedagogic practices might be 
planned for and enacted to aligned with when securing effective integrations, and 
in ways that are sustainable. Below some findings are provided in summary about 
the different array of options for providing practice-based experiences. Following 
this, some pedagogic practices that support the integration of students’ experiences 
across educational and practice settings are advanced as means of achieving these 
kinds of outcomes.

Providing Practice-Based Experiences

Often, a single model of providing students’ access to practice-based experiences 
is proposed when considering how best to meet the kind of educational purposes 
outlined above. These are supervised placements in which a student is assigned to 
activities in a workplace and is directly supervised by a more experienced worker. 
However, whereas supervised placements are perhaps essential when dealing with 
sick people (i.e. in nurse and medical education situations) or young children (i.e. 
for school teacher development), they are not always required or are applicable 
in other fields. Organising, supporting and funding supervised placements can be 
extremely resource intensive (i.e. high cost). As the need for provisions of practice-
based experiences increases and for a wider range of occupations, and a greater 
percentage of students, the resource implications of providing students in all pro-
grams with supervised placements grow and become enormous. Moreover, beyond 
issues of resourcing alone, these kinds of experiences may not always be the most 
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