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Editorial to WIL'25 Proceedings:

“Shaping the future landscape of Work-Integrated Learning”

Work-integrated learning (WIL) has long been recognized as a vital pedagogical approach that
bridges the gap between academic theories and real-world practice. Traditionally, this model
revolves around three primary actors: the student, the workplace, and the educational
institution.

In an era marked by rapid technological advancements, shifting economic paradigms, and
pressing global challenges such as sustainability, WIL must evolve from a confined pedagogical
tool into a vibrant, more nuanced, multidimensional reserach field essential for shaping the
future landscape of WIL. Such a shift demands a focus on working life rrelations and learning—
recognizing that learning does not occur in isolation or solely within traditional educational
settings. Instead, it is deeply embedded in diverse social contexts and professional practices,
necessitating a broader exploration of how knowledge, competence, and skills are developed,
transformed, and transferred across various sectors and social spheres.

The proposed shaping of WIL underscores the importance of integrating insights from social
sciences and humanities, positioning it as a transdisciplinary arena that critically analyzes the
complex relationsship between work and learning. This approach expands the concept of work
beyond conventional paid employment to include a variety of social and organizational
contexts—volunteer work, community engagement, informal apprenticeship, and inter-
professional collaborations. Similarly, learning transcends the classroom, encompassing
processes of knowledge and skills development within and across professions, in organizational
change, and within societal development.Addressing these complexities requires a concerted
effort to shape the future of WIL.

The WIL25 conference invited scholars, practitioners, and policymakers to co-create innovative
solutions, ensuring that WIL remains relevant and effective amidst the complexities of the 21st
century. The WIL25 proceeeings include paper contributions with diverse research
methodologies that critically examine the conditions, challenges, and solutions related to
integrating work and learning. Themes like Innovation, digitalization, societal and worklife
transitions, Student learning and educational design and, Professional learning in working life, all
contributed the proceeding publication.

We hope that this contribution will spur the shaping the future landscape of WIL and offer an
opportunity to fundamentally enhance our understanding of work and learning. By doing so, WIL
cantranscend its traditional boundaries and become a catalyst for societal renewal, professional
adaptation, and lifelong learning in an uncertain and dynamic world.

The editors
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INTRODUCTION

Higher Education faces significant challenges, including internationalization (Msomphora, 2025), digital
transformation - in particular the integration of artificial intelligence (Al) into traditional methods and
cybersecurity (Parambil et al., 2024), students increasing expectations (Amanzhol et al., 2024), pressure
for higher alumni employability rates (Schueller, 2023), the increased need of interdisciplinary approaches
and for active faculty involvement in fostering sustainability education (Abo-Khalil, 2024). Higher education
institutions (HEIs) are rethinking how they design learning experiences and engage with stakeholders (Gill
and Singh, 2020). One of the most promising approaches in this scenario is Work-Integrated Learning (WIL)
(Jackson and Dean, 2023), particularly the value co-creation methodologies, where learners, educators, and
external partners actively collaborate in the production of educational experiences and innovations (Schmied
etal,2024). Analyzing HEI considering the Service-Dominant Logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004), co-creation
shifts the traditional paradigm of education delivery from a unidirectional model to one where all participants
contribute meaningfully to shared outcomes.

Beyond the higher-education challenges outlined above, a substantial WIL/WIE literature positions work-
integrated approaches as curriculum-embedded strategies to build graduate employability and professional
identity while offering clear design guidance for programs and partnerships (Rowe & Zegwaard, 2017,
Billett, 2024). Recent syntheses further consolidate definitions, models and quality indicators across sectors,
providing an authoritative reference point for institutions scaling co-creation with industry (Zegwaard &
Pretti, 2023).

Within this theoretical landscape, the DART model—comprising Dialogue, Access, Risk Assessment, and
Transparency—emerged as a practical framework to operationalize co-creation. The DART elements are
designed to foster trust, engagement, and mutual learning, making them particularly relevant for higher
education settings, where collaborative innovation and experiential learning are increasingly prioritized
(Nagarethenam, Shamim and Ghazali, 2018).

Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) and its closely related strand, Work-Integrated Education (WIE),
emphasize intentional, curriculum-embedded collaboration among higher education institutions (HEIs),
workplaces, and students to enhance employability, relevance, and innovation in teaching and learning. In
this perspective, co-creation is not merely a pedagogical add-on but a governance logic that distributes agency
and responsibility across actors. The DART model operationalizes co-creation by specifying relational and
informational conditions under which HEIs and external partners can jointly design, deliver, and evaluate
learning and innovation outcomes. Positioning DART within WIL/WIE clarifies how structured
communication, equitable resource access, shared risk governance, and openness enable practical, scalable
collaboration between universities and companies. This study extends that conversation by empirically
testing a context-adapted DART scale with workplace partners engaged in a university—business co-creation
program.



A representative case in which the DART model can be applied is the WE: Working and Envisioning
Community of Practice, particularly its Complex Challenge Based Learning activities, based on co-creation
principles Braganga Polytechnic University | Instituto Politécnico de Braganga. WE is a faculty-led, cross-
institutional ecosystem that convenes professors-facilitators, students from diverse backgrounds, and external
stakeholders to co-create solutions to complex, future-oriented challenges. Grounded in a culture of dialogue,
trust, innovation, and critical thinking. WE operates on 8—12-week challenge cycles with a structured
cadence: joint scoping with company representatives (week 0—1), iterative problem framing and prototyping
with weekly checkpoints (weeks 2—10), and a final review delivering actionable insights or prototypes (weeks
11-12). Roles are codified — teachers acting as facilitators ensure process fidelity and responsiveness;
company representatives guarantee access to data, facilities, and decision-makers; student teams own
proactive communication and evidence-based proposals.

Since 2017, the ecosystem has catalyzed regional engagement by coordinating more than 100 co-creation
initiatives - reportedly 115 across research reports, prototypes, professional internships, and patents—thereby
strengthening university—industry—society ties and generating practical outcomes for national and
international development.

Although the DART model has been widely cited in business literature, empirical validations of its structure
in the context of educational co-creation are scarce. This study contributes to this gap by translating and
testing a Portuguese version of the DART scale among external stakeholders participants in the WE Complex
Challenge Based Learning program, aiming to understand how these stakeholders perceive value co-creation
practices in a higher education setting. The outcomes offer not only theoretical contributions to the co-
creation literature but also practical insights for institutions seeking to optimize their collaboration
frameworks with external partners.

METHODOLOGY

We employed a quantitative survey design to validate a psychometric instrument. Starting from the validated
DART scale by Taghizadeh et al. (2016), we conducted a structured cross-cultural adaptation for Portuguese
workplace partners. The process included forward translation by two bilingual subject-matter experts,
reconciliation by a methods committee, back-translation by an independent translator, and cognitive pre-
testing with academic and corporate participants to check clarity, cultural relevance, and role appropriateness.
Minor wording changes were made to align items with the WE collaboration context while preserving
construct intent.

Instrument

The adapted pool comprised 28 items across the original four DART domains (Dialogue, Access, Risk
Assessment, Transparency) rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree). For
illustration, Dialogue items addressed frequency and quality of two-way communication; Access items
assessed timely availability of information, data, or contacts; Risk items captured perceived joint
responsibility and clarity about constraints; Transparency items covered expectation setting and decision-
making openness.

Procedure and sample

Data was gathered through an online survey questionnaire sent to representatives of companies that had
participated in at least one edition of the WE Complex Challenge Based Learning program; a total of 46 valid
responses were received. Participation was voluntary and anonymized; no identifying operational data were
collected beyond role and sector. Data collection occurred after project completion to reduce social
desirability and role pressure.

Data analysis

To confirm the structural validity of the scale, Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) was used. The adequacy
of the sample was determined by the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure in conjunction with Bartlett's Test
of Sphericity. Principal component extraction as the method of factor analysis was used in conjunction with
Varimax and Oblimin rotations. The utilization of both orthogonal and oblique rotations was a function of
the hypothesis that co-creation dimensions can be related but different.



Through a process of purification by iteration, items with communalities less than 0.40, high cross-loadings,
or a lack of theoretical fit were removed. Through multiple iterations, a stable solution was reached
comprising two well-defined factors. Internal consistency of both factors was tested using Cronbach's alpha,
where an acceptable cut-off value is o > 0.80 for scales at early stages of validation (Hair et al,, 2019).
Results

The final factor analysis produced a two-dimensional structure explaining a combined total of 72.91% of the
variance. The first factor, which we labeled “Interaction and Communication in the Co-Creation Process,”
grouped seven items related to frequent communication, accessibility of resources, and responsiveness
between companies and student teams. These items were originally part of the Dialogue and Access
dimensions, but in this applied setting, they were empirically perceived as unified domain. This factor alone
accounted for 59.79% of the total variance, with Cronbach’s alpha of 0.904, indicating excellent reliability.
The second factor, “Transparency and Shared Risk Management,” comprised three items dealing with clarity
of expectations, sharing of decision-making, and mutual responsibility. Interestingly, although Risk
Assessment and Transparency were originally distinct dimensions in the DART framework, company
respondents appeared to interpret them as intrinsically linked. This dimension explained an additional
13.12% of the variance and showed a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.912.

A detailed review of the item loadings showed clean groupings, with all final items demonstrating factor
loadings above 0.60 and minimal cross-loadings. This reinforces the robustness of the factor solution and the
suitability of the items for capturing key aspects of co-creation in a university-business partnership. Notably,
several items were excluded during the purification process due to ambiguous phrasing, low communalities,
or conceptual overlap. These included some original items from the Transparency and Risk dimensions,
indicating that clearer operational definitions may be needed when working with diverse corporate audiences.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The findings from this study provide empirical support for the theoretical proposition that co-creation in
higher education, while conceptually multifaceted, is often perceived by external stakeholders in more
integrated terms. The fusion of Dialogue and Access into a single factor suggests that companies engaged in
collaborative innovation prioritize frequent, open communication alongside practical access to knowledge,
tools, and human resources. This aligns with previous studies that emphasize the operational entanglement
of relational and resource-based aspects in effective co-creation (Ranjan and Read, 2016).

The second factor — Transparency and Shared Risk Management — highlights the importance of clarity,
predictability, and joint accountability. Companies involved in WE Complex Challenge Based Learning
valued not only being informed about project stages but also having shared ownership over potential risks
and outcomes. This finding resonates with prior work on psychological safety and trust in inter-organizational
collaborations (Zaborek and Mazur, 2019).

Moreover, the high reliability of both factors and the total variance explained underscore the psychometric
strength of the adapted DART scale. Although the original four-dimensional structure of DART did not fully
emerge in this educational context, the two dimensions identified are highly relevant and practically
actionable. They capture the lived experience of external stakeholders participating in HEI-led innovation
and provide a clearer, more parsimonious structure for future assessments.

These results also have implications for scale development in co-creation research. They suggest that models
initially built for commercial environments may require simplification and reconceptualization when
transferred to educational or hybrid settings. This insight supports calls in the literature for more context-
sensitive validation of theoretical constructs, particularly in multi-stakeholder innovation ecosystems.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

This study successfully validated a shortened and adapted version of the DART model in the context of
university-business collaboration through the co-creation within the WE Complex Challenge Based Learning
program. The final two-factor structure—Interaction and Communication, and Transparency and Shared Risk
Management—proved to be statistically robust and conceptually meaningful. Together, these dimensions
offer a concise yet comprehensive framework to understand how companies perceive co-creation experiences
in higher education.

From a managerial perspective, the adapted DART scale provides HEIs and program facilitators with a
reliable tool to monitor and enhance the quality of stakeholder engagement. Institutions can use the findings



to improve facilitator training, align expectations between students and companies, and structure more
transparent and equitable innovation projects.

In terms of policy and practice, the study highlights the importance of framing co-creation not just as a
pedagogical method, but as a strategic partnership that requires intentional design and mutual commitment.
Programs like WE Complex Challenge Based Learning demonstrate the potential of experiential, immersive
learning to foster authentic collaboration and build bridges between academia and the labor market.

Future research should aim to replicate the study across different cultural and institutional contexts, including
other innovation programs and sectors. It would also be beneficial to combine quantitative scale validation
with qualitative interviews to capture richer, more nuanced understandings of co-creation dynamics.
Additionally, testing the adapted scale among student participants and facilitators could offer a multi-
perspective validation of its effectiveness and relevance.

In conclusion, while the DART model remains a powerful conceptual anchor for value co-creation, its
application in higher education benefits from contextual refinement. The adapted version proposed here
contributes to the operational toolkit of educators, administrators, and researchers working at the intersection
of innovation, education, and organizational collaboration.
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