
05

INVITED EDITORIAL

Introduction

Today, there are 500 million Facebook users; 2 billion YouTube videos; LinkedIn is a  
driving catalyst across companies for knowledge sharing, professional development and 
networking; eBooks and iPads are growing daily; universities, albeit sometimes reluc-
tantly, are rethinking their partnership relevance with business and society and the power 
of real world experiential learning such as service learning and work-integrated learning 
beyond graduation; and business is focused on building capabilities — competitive advan-
tage by empowering the creative talents of its employees.  

At first glance, you may think all of these transformational changes are about the  
precision, speed, and capacity of technology. Indeed, the power of information technolo-
gy is pervasive in all aspects of modern society, however, what these trends reflect is a 
fundamental aspect of the human condition:  the natural power of engagement. People 
want to be connected with people, ideas, and knowledge through unlimited community 
engagement at home, in the workplace, locally, globally and continually. Technologies are, 
in fact, tools of engagement inside the workplace among employees, between universities 
and corporations, and across the globe.  It truly is a brave new world. 

Indeed, the concept of engagement may be defined across a variety of contexts and  
organisations. This commentary examines engagement as it relates to the changing  
corporate-university partnership and what factors will be essential for the future. Under-
lying this concept of engagement is the premise that learning is lifelong, occurs in diverse 
ways, locations, and media, and that Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) is simply the  
predecessor for Learning-Integrated Work that continues throughout one’s professional 
life. The synergy and potential for Learning-Integrated Work (LIW), however, will be  
dependent upon a revisioning of employer-university engagement.
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Revisioning University Engagement

Today’s universities are in transition and at a crossroads. The winds of change in the global 
economy, culture and society has created a dichotomy for most universities:  how do they 
retain their traditional heritage, traditions and focus whilst aligning their mission with 
the rapidly changing demands of modern society. In other words, how do they enhance 
their value-added traditions to respond to demands for practical, real world education 
that is relevant, current, and translates from theory to practice into sustainable impacts.  
University research, service and teaching is still a critical foundation for higher education 
to ‘push back the frontiers of knowledge’ and strengthen economic development, scien-
tific discovery, and educational empowerment. At the same time, it seems universities 
must rethink their traditional organisational, philosophical and operational tenants to 
align more closely with real world needs.  

In one respect, the ivory tower institution is a concept of the past. The dominant form  
of university in the future will one that is a hybrid with society, acknowledging that  
learning and knowledge development is not nor should be an exclusive domain of  
universities, but that a university will be much more effective through interaction and 
knowledge networks.  The good news is that universities are beginning to embrace this 
concept of ‘relevance’ to employer-employee needs through new models of engagement. 

The university of the future (which is now) will want to be relevant, will want to see  
optimal impact of its research and education, will have the ambition to shape the future. 
This requires a university that is neither arrogant nor lacks confidence. The first and the 
latter lead to universities creating demarcation lines. The successful universities of the 
future will enjoy their interaction with society and will involve employers in education 
because it acknowledges that this is in the interest of all (of the students, of the employ-
ers, of the university, of society at large) and it will no longer focus primarily on the 
next generation academics, but rather on effective graduates that have real added value to  
employers and society.

Universities may embrace Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) as an effective educational 
tool, the truth is that its success depends entirely on the full involvement of employ-
ers and ideally also the government. If companies do not recognise the importance that 
they are partners in the educational process of their future employees, one can only have  
modest expectations of the success of WIL. No doubt some employers, especially those 
who are ambitious, who are engaged in the global war for talent and who are enlightened 
in recognising the quality of human capital as the main condition for competitive success, 
will want to be involved, but this means only a small part of students will be able to benefit 
from placements. 

So the question is how to make sure that higher education is truly co-operative, bringing 
the different stakeholders together and ensuring shared responsibility. Part of the answer 
no doubt is to make sure that employers are engaged with the educational process, rather 
than just offering a small part of it, ie the placement. Engagement is a crucial part of 
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co-operative education and universities must actively engage employers as integral and 
equal partners. Though it is clear that university is the place of expertise when it comes 
to higher learning and that they deserve respect as such, being open to employers and 
seeking their involvement in the learning process through a structured dialogue should 
be recognised as an obvious example of mutual benefit. The university of the 21st century, 
in my view, should be just as conscious of its credibility in regard to employers as of its 
academic credibility.

In sum, universities of the future must reach out and invite employers to be integral and 
equal partners in the educational process, particularly in aligning (not designing) cur-
riculum that has practical, experiential and real world relevance for employees. The path 
of engagement must be reciprocal rather than the one-way street of the past that always 
led to the university. A university education is only the first step in career development; 
Learning-Integrated Work (LIW) takes over where Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) left 
off and is a lifelong process.

From WIL to LIW:  Engaging Employers as Co-Partners

At Nyenrode Business University we rarely just put any programme on the market on a 
speculative basis that there might be demand for such a programme. All programmes 
are designed in dialogue with the sector, listening to their needs. Thus the programmes 
are co-created. Not that employers design the curriculum — they better leave that to the 
experts — but to make sure that the programmes address the real requirements. In fact, 
at Nyenrode we go one step further: we expect that those who engage with us in such  
dialogue also guarantee our revenue. We ask them to underwrite the risk of developing 
and delivering such sector specific programmes, which is also a guarantee for us that what 
we do is really useful and will have real impact. 

The new reality is that in order to be really successful Work-Integrated Learning will move 
on, at the point of graduation, into Learning-Integrated Work. When it comes to moving 
to higher steps on the career ladder, when it comes to moving into new areas or careers, 
or even just to make sure one remains in touch with new demands and insights, learning 
will retain its relevance. So the successful universities if the future will have to reinvent 
themselves as centres not just of WIL but also LIW. They will not let students leave, but 
will stay with them for the rest if their professional life. My own university, Nyenrode in 
The Netherlands, now generates two-thirds of its annual revenue from WIL and one third 
from LIW and I aim at changing this in the years to come to 50/50. The added benefit 
from this is that a university becomes less dependent on demographics, recognising that 
learning continues across an individual’s career beyond university.

Experiential learning is an essential tool to learn to reflect on practice, putting practical 
experience in a theoretical context and appreciate learning not as a stage in life but as a 
permanent tool to success in professional life. Currently higher learning is often still too 
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much a matter of classroom experience of book knowledge that is not sufficiently related 
to reality. Though case studies are very good in spelling out that link, for many if not most 
understanding how the interaction can function between theory and practice in daily 
work is of even greater value. 

Work-integrated education is a most effective tool when it comes to experiential learn-
ing. Obviously this goes beyond doing a placement or earning some credits by through 
a company project. The emphasis lies on the word integration, which refers not only to 
the support the student receives in regard to the work-experience itself but even more so 
in how a student is taught the process of reflection, applying analytical skills to real life 
situations and subsequently being stimulated to enrich the classroom environment with 
their real life experience.

The successful, permanent engagement of employers with higher education resulting in 
a truly effective structured dialogue between employers and educators, depends heavily 
on our ability to redefine cooperative education as a lifelong, on-going process, where 
students never really leave the university. In my view graduation is only the moment when 
Work-integrated learning shift emphasis and becomes Learning-integrated work. It is an 
out-dated concept that students would have all the knowledge and skills they need on the 
point of graduation. At Nyenrode Business University we call this Just-in-Time education 
to transition LIW into the mainstream philosophy of our employer engagement. How 
does the Nyenrode JiT philosophy work?

We have a wide range of post-experience educational programmes available, basically 
from middle-management upwards. Every time an alumnus or alumna needs a new level 
of competence, knowledge and insight they can return to his or her alma mater and add 
the next building block in order to be successful on the career ladder. Thus they can move 
up in typically six steps, with as final steps joining the board of a major company or even 
becoming non-executive director. These programmes not only expose students to appro-
priate new knowledge and skills, they also introduce them to new levels of reflection and 
personal development.

 The Nyenrode educational philosophy is very much based on the understanding that 
success in professional life and even life in general is not wholly dependent on knowledge 
and skills but even more so on personal development: the ability to function at ever more 
demanding levels of the chosen profession or career. New levels of understanding how to 
interact with others, new levels of understanding about one’s strength and how to work 
around one’s weaknesses, new levels of understanding about shifting work-life balance in 
order to avoid burn-out and personal tragedy. And most importantly, that this learning 
is not just classroom based but actually involves residential periods, since much of these 
issues can be addressed only effectively through informal peer group learning. And this 
of course has as a major added benefit the broadening of one’s professional networks with 
those who are in similar stages of career development.
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At Nyenrode, we view engagement as multi-dimensional. We strive to build long-term, 
flexible partnerships with employers centered around gathering their experiential insights 
into curriculum development, market needs, and professional development.  We also ap-
proach engagement with our students as a life-long process whereby alumni continually 
return to NBU for next level Just-in-Time career development, skills enhancement, and 
preparing themselves for senior management positions.  

Moreover, we embrace technologies as tools of engagement between NBU and employers; 
students and employers; students with corporate employees; and faculty, students, and 
corporate employees with global business.  An NBU education  is by business for business 
and yet we value the engagement of students and employers from different sectors be-
cause it provides active reflection, diverse viewpoints, and an experiential interaction that  
enhances the quality and breath of learning inside and outside the classroom.  

And finally, we engage government as essential partners to help us engage emerging  
labour markets and economic development needs that contribute to society. The NBU 
experience is not a panacea for all universities. These are simply philosophical tenants 
that guide our educational process that have come with inclusive dialogue and reflection.  

Back to the Future:  Empowering LIW Engagement

So where do we go in the future? The following summarises some keys points discussed in 
this commentary. They are not all inclusive to Work-Integrated Learning and Learning-
Integrated Work. Perhaps, however, they will provide a few ideas for reflection and dia-
logue between your university-company-government office and its essential stakeholders 
and partners.

• � �Universities of the future must reach out and invite employers to be integral and 
equal partners in the educational process, particularly in aligning (not designing) 
curriculum that has practical, experiential and real world relevance for employ-
ees. The path of engagement must be reciprocal rather than the one-way street of 
the past that always led to the university. A university education is only the first 
step in career development; Learning-Integrated Work (LIW) takes over where 
Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) left off and is a lifelong process.

• � �Technologies are, in fact, tools of engagement inside the workplace among em-
ployees, between universities and corporations, and across the globe.  These inno-
vations provide immense formal and informal learning opportunities for problem 
solving, knowledge sharing, and communications among and between students 
and employees from multiple sectors.

• � �University engagement should foster a lifelong connection among all alumni with 
the university. Alumni, following the NBU model, will return to the university in 
various roles throughout their professional lives which benefit the individual, the 
university, the company, and the sector.
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• � �The global context is an essential aspect of the university-corporate partnership 
and providing opportunities for students/employees to reflect and experience 
global work opportunities is about the real world.

• � �Universities and corporations must foster multi-sector interaction among its stu-
dents, employees, alumni, and corporate partners. Classes with students from 
business, government, community organisations, education, and the general 
workforce make for a dynamic learning environment. The value of multi-dimen-
sional perspectives, reflection, and problem analyses in different contexts is an 
invaluable component of effective education.

In the final analysis, Learning-Integrated Work will drive the business and university  
sectors in the future. The success of this endeavour will, to a large extent, be determined 
by the capacity of business and universities to co-create a dynamic and flexible strategy for 
the multi-dimensional components of engagement.
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