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BCA members strongly support expanding access to work-integrated learning in Alberta. 

Incorporating a work-based component to education will produce better, more work-ready 
graduates who have more exposure to, and better knowledge of, the business world. Moreover, 
building a great WIL experience in Alberta will help to keep the best and brightest students in 
the province once they graduate.  

Accomplishing this goal requires business leadership, along with supporting parallel actions 
from the provincial government and post-secondary institutions. We envision a four-step 
process that will improve policy decision-making around WIL; increase the number of 
experience-based training programs available in the province; and improve results for students 
and companies alike.

First, better information is needed. There is a surprising lack of basic data available on work-
integrated learning in Alberta and across Canada. That knowledge gap needs to be closed for 
effective policy decisions to be made.

Second, the delivery of effective WIL programs is a three-way partnership between the 
government, post-secondary institutions and the business community. Better information 
sharing between all three parties is vital for WIL programs to be successful. 

Third, once progress has been made on the first two steps, BCA members are committed 
to working with post-secondary schools to expand the number and range of WIL programs 
available in the province.  

Fourth, businesses recognize that experience-based training is not a one-way street. 
Companies stand to benefit from new ideas as much as students benefit from work 
placements. Formalizing reverse-mentoring is a business-led initiative that will lead to a more 
positive WIL experience for all parties involved. 
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OBJECTIVE ONE

Collect Better Data on Existing 
Work-Integrated Learning Programs 
in Alberta
BCA members broadly support the expansion of work-integrated learning 
programs in Alberta. However, they also pointed to a key barrier: a lack of 
information. 

Without this baseline knowledge, it is 
impossible to develop sound policies around 
expanding WIL in Alberta; or make an 
informed commitment on opening new WIL 
placement spaces in the business sector. An 
understanding of the current gaps is critical 
to making progress towards our end goal of 
100% of Alberta students having access to 
WIL opportunities in the province. Alberta 
businesses need the provincial government 
and post-secondary institutions to work 
together to collect this vital data. 

Specifically, there is little or no data available 
on WIL placements, programs, graduation 
rates or best practices in Alberta—or even 
elsewhere in Canada. This gap was noted by  
the Business + Higher Education Roundtable, 
which observed that, “In the absence of 
relevant national data, we have no way of 
knowing exactly how many students are 
involved in school-to-work transition programs 
at Canadian post-secondary institutions.”

Recommendations and Calls to Action:

For the Government of Alberta: 

• Work with post-secondary institutions 
to collect and publish high-quality, timely 
statistics on work-integrated learning in 
the province, including which programs
are being offered by which institutions; 
enrolment, graduation and placement 
rates by program and institution; the 
number of placements available by each 
program; and an assessment of which 
programs are oversubscribed and which 
are undersubscribed.

For Alberta Businesses:

• Provide any information to the provincial
government needed to improve data 
collection on WIL programs in Alberta.

http://bher.ca/
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OBJECTIVE TWO

Increase Information-Sharing 
on Work-Integrated Learning 
Opportunities 
An effective work-integrated learning system requires seamless integration 
between all participants. However, that integration is lacking in Alberta 
because of important information-sharing gaps between government, 
businesses, post-secondary institutions and other stakeholders. 

From the business perspective, many 
companies—especially smaller ones—do not 
have the information they need to effectively 
participate in WIL programs. They see the 
value of WIL, but are looking for a “playbook” 
—a guide from the provincial government to 
help them navigate the process. Specifically, 
they would like accessible, easy-to-understand 
information on the following:

• Existing WIL programs: A catalogue of
the programs available in the province; the 
schools that are teaching them; the skills 
the students are learning; and the kinds of
occupations that would be a good fit for
students from each program.

• Best practices: How companies without 
WIL experience can set up placement
programs; how to develop on-boarding

and training 
programs; and 
how to ensure 
a positive 
experience for 
the student and 
business alike.

• Providing feedback: How to provide post-
secondary institutions with feedback on 
knowledge gaps in the education students 
are receiving; ensuring curricula are up to
date; and, where applicable, teaching the 
tools, practices and technologies used in 
the business world.

• Access to supports: The government
programs/incentives that are available 
to help businesses offset the cost of
participating in WIL programs—whether
that be up-front administrative costs; wage
supports for students; or assistance with 
reduced productive capacity if a company’s
employees are training students instead of
working.

While businesses need more information 
about WIL programs, governments and post-
secondary institutions need better information 
about available placements for their students 
so that both students and employers benefit. 

This speaks to the need for effective matching 
services that link the right students with the 
right placements. Other non-governmental 
organizations are working to address this 
gap. Calgary Economic Development, for 
example, is building a database that matches 
WIL programs in the province with available 
placement spaces within the business 
community. These types of efforts need to 
be supported and expanded. To assist, BCA 
will, as necessary, work as a liaison with the 
provincial government and other stakeholders 
to provide any business-level information 
needed to link WIL students with placement 
opportunities. 

Companies are looking 
for a guide from the 

provincial government 
to help them navigate 

the WIL process.
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Recommendations and Calls to Action:

For the Government of Alberta:

• Publish a catalogue of existing WIL 
programs and placement opportunities
within the province. This information
should include details about the skills 
learned in each program, as well as advice 
to businesses about which placement 
programs are the best fit for any given
occupation.

• Map out and publish the process for
participating in WIL programs, suggest best 
practices, and provide a one-stop access 
point for existing and future government
supports.

For Alberta Businesses: 

• Share information with governments,
post-secondary institutions and other
stakeholders about the number and type 
of WIL placement spaces available. As well, 
provide feedback on the effectiveness and 
quality of existing programs.

Business Council of Alberta Commitment: 

• Improve two-way information sharing about 
WIL placement opportunities in the province
by working with the provincial government
and other stakeholders to provide any 
business-level information needed to
better match existing WIL programs with 
placement opportunities.

J U N E  2 0 2 0  T A S K  F O R C E  R E P O R T
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Expand the Range of Work- 
Integrated Learning Programs 
Available in Alberta 
Armed with the right data and improved information-sharing, Alberta will be 
in a better position to expand the number and range of WIL programs and 
placements available in the province. While the COVID-19 outbreak has made 
this considerably more challenging than it was early in 2020, BCA members 
remain committed to working with the government and post-secondary 
institutions to make it happen. 

BCA members feel that the relationship 
between the business community and post-
secondary institutions needs improvement. 
A strong system of work-integrated 
learning requires close co-operation and 
communication between the two to ensure 
up-to-date and relevant curriculum design; 

feedback on how 
programs could 
be improved; and 
the identification, 
creation and 
development 
of new WIL 
opportunities. 

There is a 
leadership role for 

the business community to play in this area. As 
with micro-credentialing, a key to expanding 
the availability of work-integrated learning in 
the province is to identify opportunities for 
new programs with matching placements. 
Business leaders have suggested that non-
technical fields should be a priority. They also 
believe that placements need not be directly 
tied to a specific field of study. For example, 
math majors could receive placements in an 
accounting business or supply chain position 
for a construction company. The primary 
goal is providing students with a diversity of 
experience, and exposure to how businesses 
operate.  

The Business Council of Alberta can play an 
important intermediary role in advancing this 
objective. By leveraging its membership base, 
BCA can act as a convener, helping businesses 
identify new WIL opportunities and advancing 
business-led proposals and concerns to the 
provincial government and post-secondary 
institutions. 

It is also worth highlighting that many other 
organizations are heavily involved in this 
field. From the business perspective, there 
is significant overlap between the Business 
Council of Alberta’s end goal and that of the 
Business + Higher Education Roundtable. 
There is little value in BCA re-inventing the 
wheel or duplicating the efforts of 
organizations that are already steeped in this 
issue. Rather, BCA will collaborate with the 
BHER and other groups to advance our shared 
interest in expanding access to WIL 
opportunities. 

Finally, WIL does not have to mean direct 
on-the-job training. Problem-based learning at 
post-secondary institutions can achieve 
similar results and should not be overlooked 
as a learning opportunity. BCA members can 
work with post-secondary institutions to 
present real-world problems that can be used 
as case studies in the classroom, and also 
provide feedback on the results and solutions 
that students generate.

A key goal of WIL 
programs is to provide 

students with a 
diversity of experience, 

and exposure to how 
businesses operate.

OBJECTIVE THREE
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Recommendations and Calls to Action:

For Alberta Businesses:

• Work together to identify and develop a 
list of 10 proposed new WIL occupations/
programs to share with the Alberta 
government by the end of 2021. This list 
will include new non-technical occupations 
and programs that could benefit from
incorporating a WIL component.

• Provide post-secondary institutions with 
real-world business challenges that can be 
used to advance problem-based learning
in the classroom component of WIL 
programs.ncil of Alberta Commitments:

• Support business-sector-led initiatives
to identify new work-integrated learning 
opportunities.

Business Council of Alberta Commitments: 

• Play a convening role in helping businesses 
identify WIL opportunities, and an 
intermediary role in advancing business 
proposals to the provincial government and 
post-secondary institutions.

• Engage closely with the BHER and other 
stakeholder organizations that share similar 
goals to coordinate policy development and 
advocacy efforts to advance WIL in Alberta 
and across the country.

J  U N E  2 0 2 0  T A S  K  F  O R C E  R E P O R T
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OBJECTIVE FOUR

Incorporate a Reverse-Mentoring 
Component to Work-Integrated 
Learning Placements
Most of the focus of WIL programs is on the benefits they offer to students: 
a chance to apply their skills in a real-world setting; gain valuable work 
experience; and earn some money to help pay for their post-secondary 
education. But there are benefits to business as well, and these can be 
expanded.

Businesses get the chance to shape their 
potential future workforce; identify promising 
new permanent employees; and if they do 
permanently hire WIL students, those workers 
will already be familiar with the organization 
and its culture. 

However, there is another benefit that is often 
overlooked: the opportunity to learn from 
their placement students. Some businesses 
approach WIL placements as if only the 
student stands to learn from the experience. 
This is short-sighted. Businesses can become 
set in their ways and not all are as nimble or up-
to-date as they could be. They are not always 
aware of new technologies, new organizational 
practices, or even the full range of capabilities 
of their existing tools.

Placement students come into a business 
with a fresh and unfettered perspective, 
and often with a firm command of the latest 
technologies. If allowed to do so, they can offer 
new ideas, new approaches and new ways of 
doing things that can benefit the company.

Unlocking this potential learning opportunity 
requires an open mind on the part of 
businesses and a formalized reverse-
mentoring component to work-integrated 

learning. BCA members recognize the 
potential of reverse-mentoring but were 
unsure what that would look like in practice.  

Some companies have taken a step in this 
direction by offering “skip level meetings”—a 
chance for junior employees to meet with 
their supervisor’s boss on an informal basis. 
Companies that incorporate skip level 
meetings report that they are an excellent 
tool for engaging young workers, many of 
whom want to have a better understanding of 
the rationale and strategy behind corporate 
decisions. These meetings give them a more 
direct line of sight to the company’s actions, 
plans and overarching goals. Companies also 
benefit from feedback or new ideas for how 
existing operations might be enhanced or 
otherwise improved.

The idea of skip level meetings offers a 
potential solution to the problem of formalizing 
reverse-mentoring relationships as part 
of a WIL program. It also provides a more 
specific way of achieving the goal of cross-
fertilization of ideas and best practices across 
the generations; and it sends a signal to young 
workers in Alberta that they can make a 
valuable contribution to their workplace. 

Recommendations and Calls to Action:

For Alberta Businesses:

• As part of any work-integrated learning 
program, BCA members commit to 
holding one skip level meeting every 
quarter with all WIL placement students.

• To encourage the widespread use of
reverse-mentoring in Alberta, BCA members 
that currently offer reverse-mentoring
as part of their WIL placement programs
should share best practices with other
Alberta businesses.




