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Executive Summary 

The INCOPS project examined the integration of 
Work-based Learning (WBL) in Peace, Conflict & 
Security Studies (PCS) programmes. Through 
eight focus groups and a multitude of interviews 
at six institutions across five countries, com-
bined with a survey gathering 175 individual re-
sponses, this work package sought to scrutinize 
existing WBL methodologies and challenges. 
Central to this exploration were internships, vol-
unteer work, and inclusive practices, particularly 
looking at their utilization and perception among 
an array of stakeholders such as students, 
alumni, and educators.  

Starting with an explication of WBL and its crit-
ical role in PCS curricula, the project overview 
segues into an assessment of the necessity for 
WBL and the hurdles institutions face in its de-
ployment. The study’s findings, sourced from a 
detailed survey and focus group interactions 
within the INCOPS consortium’s universities, in-
dicate a widespread incorporation of internships 
in PCS studies. These internships vary in length, 
ranging from four months to a minimum of ten 
weeks, contingent on the institution. 

The research also sheds light on the accessi-
bility obstacles for students with mobility chal-
lenges (widely understood) in WBL engage-
ments. Further, the analysis underscores the vir-
tues of WBL in equipping students with tangible 
skills and insights pivotal for PCS vocations, 
whilst also navigating the complexities of assim-
ilating such practical elements into academic 
frameworks. 

In essence, the findings summarize the current 
landscape of WBL in PCS education inside of the 
INCOPS consortium, underscoring both its im-
portance and the intricacies of its implementa-
tion. The overarching narrative advocates for a 
balanced and equitable approach to practical 
learning opportunities, aiming to better prepare 
students for the professional realm of peace, 
conflict, and security. 

Recommendations include establishing shared 
expectations between students and providers to 
focus on learning, creating a formal internship 

framework, and integrating WBL into classroom 
activities to enhance academic learning. Addi-
tionally, forging long-term partnerships with in-
ternship providers can ensure inclusivity, ease 
WBL integration, and align internships with PCS 
educational goals, ultimately benefiting both stu-
dents’ practical skills and theoretical under-
standing. Investment in such partnerships is 
urged, recognizing their contribution to the qual-
ity and practical relevance of PCS education. 

Introduction 

The incorporation of practical experiences into 
university curricula has become standard prac-
tice across disciplines and study programmes. 
Peace, Conflict & Security Studies (PCS) are no 
exception in this respect. Scholars and employ-
ers have stressed the necessity for a closer inte-
gration of academic skills with experience in or-
ganisations that work in the field of peacebuild-
ing, foreign and security policy or conflict resolu-
tion.  

The project “Integration of Work-based Learn-
ing in Conflict, Peace and Security Studies (IN-
COPS)” aims to improve our knowledge of the 
various types of Work-based Learning (WBL) 
practices in PCS programmes across Europe. IN-
COPS also aims to strengthen the integration of 
practical skills development in undergraduate 
and postgraduate taught programmes in Europe. 
INCOPS aims to develop a conceptual approach, 
practical tools and evidence-based recommen-
dations that allow us to make better use of the 
potential of experiential learning in PCS pro-
grammes and the classroom. The project aims at 
creating communication channels and synergies 
between institutions and internship providers. 
Furthermore, INCOPS aims to establish a net-
work of partnering institutions in the field of PCS 
including universities and organisations outside 
academia. Finally, INCOPS will investigate ethi-
cal and security issues around WBL activities in 
the PCS field and will make findings accessible 
to our target groups to reflect upon new strate-
gies of integrating applied experiences. 

Therefore, the INCOPS project includes six In-
tellectual Outputs (O1-6) to achieve these aims. 
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First, a desk study mapping WBL in PCS (O1). 
Secondly, this report looking at stakeholder per-
spectives on WBL, exploring needs and experi-
ences (O2). The third Intellectual Output will ad-
dress tools of WBL with particular emphasis on 
an e-learning tools (O3). The fourth Intellectual 
Output deals with Service Learning as a model of 
WBL and an experience report on INSPIRE (Inte-
grating Service Learning in Peace & Conflict 
Studies Internships, O4). The fifth Intellectual 
Output emphasises WBL in practice with regard 
to ethical and security concerns (O5). And the fi-
nal Intellectual Output focuses on policy recom-
mendations for the integration of WBL in aca-
demic teaching (O6). 

Work-based Learning in Peace, 
Conflict & Security Studies 

WBL is an approach in higher education which 
aims to merge theory and practice. It entails stu-
dents working in or with organisations in the field 
both in academic and non-academic settings in 
order to gain practical experience while training 
their practical skills and reflecting on their aca-
demic skills and learning. WBL is often inte-
grated into the curriculum and may be used for 
credit recognition. Curricula may include pre, 
during, and post WBL guidance and activities, in-
volving preparatory and reflective structures, su-
pervision or mentoring mechanisms, as well as 
assessment and evaluation processes. Conse-
quently, well-integrated WBL results in new ed-
ucational resources, new impressions, networks, 
innovative ideas and critical reflection on the ap-
plicability of theories that were taught in an aca-
demic context. WBL also brings together differ-
ent stakeholders such as educators, students 
and professional organisations. 

The analysis undertaken in O1 suggests that 
WBL activities are of increasing relevance to 
both, more practice-oriented and more theory-
driven PCS programmes. Over half of the approx-
imately 100 programmes listed in the INCOPS 
database (see O1) offer significant WBL courses 
at this point. Programs often intentionally but 
also indirectly offer diverse “starting-points” for 

integrating WBL activities in order to have stu-
dents gain practical insights and advanced un-
derstanding of the field. There seems to be al-
most a consensus that students should gain 
more or less diverse work experience(s) while 
studying. 

WBL can be considered topical based on con-
siderations and aspirations for instance by the 
European Training Foundation (ETF), the Euro-
pean Commission via the Bologna Process or the 
New Skill Agenda for Europe (2016) which is 
closely related to the Erasmus+ programmes. 
Likewise, the UNESCO Recommendations con-
cerning Technical and Vocational Training 
(TVET) (2015) suggests that WBL is considered 
an important component of education. 

While WBL can be part of non-disciplinary and 
multi-disciplinary projects (cf. Orrell, 2011), it is 
integrated in a number of specific disciplines. 
Due to its interdisciplinary character, PCS offers 
a variety of perspectives to be addressed by 
WBL activities, including sociological, historical, 
philosophical, psychological, cultural, religious, 
political, anthropological, gender and linguistic 
perspectives (cf. Gross, 2017). 

WBL in PCS programmes is often related to ac-
tivities in peace education (cf. Alger, 1989; 
Bacani, 2004; Bing, 1989; Bretherton & Tyler, 
2007; Cunliffe, 2017; Gross, 2017) and conflict 
resolution (cf. Katz, 1989). PCS programmes are 
also valued for being a public good where culture, 
ideals and aspirations are safeguarded for civili-
zation thus being of value to society more gener-
ally. The aim of WBL in PCS is to integrate theory 
and practice more efficiently and extract the 
greatest value for the field (cf. Gross, 2017, p. 4). 
In PCS, integrated WBL activities should enable 
students to cross into conflict transformation 
and peacebuilding through professional prepara-
tion (cf. Cunliffe, 2017), as well as managing con-
flict in a nonviolent way (cf. Bacani, 2004). 

The literature refers to different forms of WBL, 
among others internships (cf. Bretherton & Tyler, 
2007), international students’ placements and 
community youth work (cf. McArdle & Pat, 2018), 
as well as curricular integrated WBL offering 
peace education (cf. Bacani, 2004; Bing, 1989). 
Other forms of WBL in PCS embrace for example 
forums, roundtable discussions and celebration 
of certain peace-related anniversaries (cf. 
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Bacani, 2004). WBL in PCS may also focus on 
specific fieldwork projects or initiatives (cf. 
Bacani, 2004) or volunteering.  

Methodology, data, and basic 
description of the sample 

This report is based on qualitative data based on 
eight focus groups and a number of qualitative 
interviews which were conducted across six in-
stitutions in five countries (see the appendix II for 
details) as well as descriptive statistics based on 
the INCOPS survey which was fielded at all six in-
stitutions. Focus groups were based on a com-
mon question guide which included questions on 
internships, volunteering, and inclusion whereby 
partners at Cluj, Coimbra, and Utrecht focussed 
on internships, Marburg on volunteering, and 
Kent on volunteering and internships. Coventry’s 
student body consists of learner-practitioners 
who often have many years of work experience 
in PCS organisations. Coventry therefore ex-
plored learning of practitioner-learners. The 
cross-cutting issue of inclusion was addressed 
by all partners to an extent. Partners selected 
questions which were most relevant to their fo-
cus group, taking into account the range of 
stakeholders present. Stakeholders include stu-
dents, alumni, teaching staff, administrative 
staff, and internship providers. 

We proceeded with the focus groups in three 
steps. Coimbra, ran the first focus groups and 
delivered results at a project meeting. There, the 
“pilot” results and questionnaire (see appendix I) 
were discussed. Cluj, Coventry, Marburg, and 
Utrecht then ran their focus groups. Based on 
the analysis of the results Kent conducted focus 
group and detailed qualitative interviews to get 
at points that either had not been addressed or 
that needed clarification through more detailed 
interviews of stakeholders with specific sets of 
experience (e.g. students who had done volun-
teering as well as undergraduate and postgradu-
ate internships). 

In addition, a survey was developed based on 
insights from our focus groups and aimed at get-
ting a better understanding of how prevalent 
certain ideas discovered during focus groups 

and qualitative interviews are in the wider stu-
dent population at the six universities participat-
ing in the INCOPS project. The survey was fielded 
at all universities that participate in INCOPS and 
was open to all students studying PCS widely de-
fined (e.g. including students of International Re-
lations). The analysis is based on 175 responses 
whereby students at Kent and Marburg domi-
nate the survey, accounting for 37% and 34% of 
respondents respectively. Over two thirds of the 
respondents are female. In terms of ethnicity 
17% of respondents describe themselves as be-
longing to an ethnic minority while 8% describe 
themselves as having a disability. In terms of the 
level of study the largest category (mode) are 
students in their second year of the MA (figure 
1). 

The median disposable income of respondents 
fell into the category of Euros 501-750 per month 
with 61% of students falling into disposable in-
come categories of Euros 0-750 per month (fig-
ure 2). In terms of employment, 36% of students 
say that they do not work at all during their stud-
ies (mode) while the median student works 1-10 
hours a week. A surprisingly high 55% of stu-
dents say that they have been employed previ-
ously fulltime for six months or more. Finally, as 
far as WBL is concerned, and regarding the num-
ber of internships respondents had done the 
mode was 0 and the median was 1 with 36% of 
respondents (62 respondents) having done no 
internship, 36% (61 respondents) having done 
one internship, and 28% of respondents having 
done two or more internships. Moving on to sub-
groups of the sample, there is a clear gender im-
balance with only 29% of female students not 
having done an internship while 49% of male 
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students had not done an internship. For MA stu-
dents, this gap is reduced with 24% of male stu-
dents not having done an internship while only 
16% of female students had not done an intern-
ship. For the full sample, the gender gap narrows 
to 4% when just looking at students who had 
done multiple internships. Among students who 
preferred to self-identify 50% had not done an 
internship, however, the number of respondents 
who self-identified is very small and hence the 
percentages may not at all be indicative for the 

larger population. Among students who de-
scribed themselves as having a disability 71% 
had not done an internship as part of their stud-
ies. This result is partially due to the fact that this 
category of respondents is skewed towards first 
year BA students who will not usually have had 
an opportunity to do an internship as part of their 
studies. Excluding first year BA students results 
in 56% of students who describe themselves as 
having a disability not having done an internship. 
Among students who described themselves as 

Figure 1: Level of study of respondents 

Figure 2: Disposable income of respondents 
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belonging to an ethnic minority 41% had done no 
internship but 34% had done two or more intern-
ships, and 24% had done one internship. Regard-
ing income, there is no straight forward relation-
ship between income categories and the inci-
dences of volunteering. Graphically, the relation-
ship approximates a horizontal s-shaped line. 
Without a regression analysis, which may be dif-
ficult given the number of responses and re-
quired controls, little can be said about this rela-
tionship.1  

Overall, the aspects to note are the strongly fe-
male dominated sample which is probably repre-
sentative of the body of students in PCS, the high 
percentage of students who had previously been 
in fulltime employment, the gender imbalance 
when it comes to how many internships students 
had done, and the much higher percentage of 
students who describe themselves as having a 
disability and reported that they had not done an 
internship as part of their studies. We have to be 
cautious when drawing conclusions since these 
are descriptive statistics and no controls were 
employed.  

The project intended to look at inclusion under-
stood widely in terms of economic, legal, social, 
or disability related challenges to mobility. We 
managed to do so to some degree, however, the 
recruitment of students for focus groups who 
can speak to these obstacles to mobility turned 
out to be a major challenge that proved impossi-
ble to completely overcome. In the UK, for exam-
ple, information on protected characteristics is 
collected separately from other student infor-
mation. And there is no readily available infor-
mation on students’ economic or social situation.  

We can gather some insights regarding inclu-
sion from the survey but even here we are lim-
ited. For example, fourteen students described 
themselves as having a disability. This is not a 
sufficient number of responses to make mean-
ingful comparisons, especially since the sample 
gets split into those who have and those who 

                                                           
1 If we compare the percentage of MA students only who did not do any internship and reported incomes below 
the median (Euros 0-500) with the percentage of students who did not do any internship and report incomes above 
the median (Euro 751- ∞) we find that only 13% of the former and 17% of the latter undertook no internship. We 
would, however, still have to take gender, university, previous work experience, academic achievement, etc. into 
account to come to a conclusion. 

have not done internships or volunteering. More-
over, the disability category is skewed towards 
Kent students (50% of respondents) and first 
year BA students (37%). Where appropriate, we 
will report results related to inclusion relevant 
categories throughout the text and in the discus-
sion section. 

 

Results: focus groups and 
qualitative interviews – 
internship 

Internship – minimum duration to facilitate 
WBL 

The programmes at universities participating in 
this project feature internships of various 
lengths. At Coimbra, for example, curricular in-
ternships (i.e. internships that are a compulsory 
part of the degree) are required to last four con-
secutive months while the internship for the joint 
MA at Kent and Marburg is required to last at 
least ten weeks. The German MA programme in 
Marburg foresees a mandatory internship of 
twelve weeks. At Utrecht the internship is an op-
tional track within the programme and has a 
minimum duration of ten weeks. The minimum 
internship duration at Cluj is three weeks. 
Among the INCOPS survey respondents the typ-
ical length (mode) of an internship was 12 weeks. 
The question arises as to what the minimum 
length of an internship ideally ought to be, in or-
der to allow meaningful WBL, including skills de-
velopment.  

The focus group discussions (Coimbra, Cluj) 
suggest that stakeholders mostly agree that the 
ideal minimum duration of an internship is three 
months. It was suggested that three months are 
necessary to properly develop skills and for 
meaningful tasks to be implemented. It is worth 
noting that a number of students felt that a ten- 
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Figure 3: Percentage of students who had applied for an internship 

Figure 4: Count of respondents by number of internship applications submitted 
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week internship is too short (Utrecht). The focus 
group discussions also stressed that despite the 
ideal minimum duration being three months, 
WBL of almost any length is better than no WBL 
at all. This is because any exposure to a non-ac-
ademic environment is seen as important, con-
tributing to the students’ learning process. Addi-
tionally, the optimal duration depends on the ex-
pected outcomes and the objectives to be 
achieved and is thus somewhat context specific 
(Coimbra). 

Pre-internship: Preparation for the internships 

We can consider different aspects of prepared-
ness and preparations for an internship. This ex-
tends to skills as well as procedures and infor-
mation. With regards to students’ skills some of 
the focus group results suggest that students of-
ten bring the following skills to the table when 
they commence their internships: capacity to 
adapt, competence in critical analysis, theoreti-
cal subject knowledge, capacity to learn. A num-
ber of internship providers also felt that one of 
students’ strengths was their abilities to manage 

social networks (Coimbra), although some stu-
dents felt that they learned this skill during their 
internships and felt that there was a lack of train-
ing related to these skills in the academic curric-
ulum (Utrecht). The skills students frequently 
lack according to internship providers are soft 
skills, skills related to software such as Excel and 
SPSS, knowledge of databases, knowledge of 
textual analysis, and knowledge of relevant do-
mestic legislation. 

Another aspect of preparing for the internship 
is related to securing the internship in the first 
place. A number of points emerged from the fo-
cus groups, including some related to inclusion. 
Securing an internship and passing through the 
application and interview stages is a useful WBL 
experience in itself and requires a number of 
skills such as communication skills as well as be-
ing proactive. In the process amongst others or-
ganisational and self-presentation skills and 
other aspects of students’ CVs are assessed 
which arguably provides valuable feedback and 
information to students.  

It is probably a universal truth that students 
find it difficult to secure internships. Among the 

Figure 3: Percentage of students who secured internships 



 

11 
 

respondents to the INCOPS survey 80% had ap-
plied for an internship (figure 3) with students 
typically submitting less than five applications 
(figure 4).  64% of students in the full sample se-
cured an internship (figure 5). We wanted to 
know what the main obstacles are to undertak-
ing internships. We asked students who secured 
an internship during their studies to judge the 
degree to which various factors presented an ob-
stacle to undertaking an internship on a scale 
from 1 to 10 where 1 means “not at all” and 10 
means “very much” (figure 6).  The main obsta-
cle for respondents in this subgroup was on av-
erage that doing an internship reduces the time 
students have to work, in order to finance their 
studies. The mean (median) score for this obsta-
cle was 5.86 (6.5) while the second most im-
portant obstacle was the amount of time an in-
ternship adds to the degree with a mean of 5.79 
(6), the third most important obstacle was that 
students did not speak the local language with a 
mean of 3.4 (2), and the fourth most important 
obstacle was that there are no internships that 
cater to the students’ interests with a mean of 
3.38 (3). For students who described themselves 
as having a disability,2 the results are similar to 
the above with somewhat higher mean values 
and with the main two obstacles featuring in re-
versed order. The third most important obstacle 
for this subgroup is that internships do not cater 
                                                           
2 Please note that these and the next percentages are based on a very small number of responses. 

to the students’ interest with a mean of 5.67 
(median 6) and caring responsibilities that make 
it difficult to go to a workplace regularly with a 
mean of 5.0 (6). The disability itself is seen as a 
minor obstacle with a mean score of 2.25 (2). For 
students who describe themselves as belonging 
to an ethnic minority, the results are similar to 
those of the two subgroups above. The main ob-
stacle is the time an internship adds to the de-
gree with a mean of 6.29 (7) and that internships 
mean that students have less time to work to fi-
nance their studies with a mean of 5.71 (5.5), fol-
lowed by internships not catering to the stu-
dents’ interests with a mean of 4.62 (5), and the 
students not speaking the local language with a 
mean of 3.85 (2). 

For the subgroup of students who had not done 
an internship during their studies, we asked what 
the main reason was for not doing an internship. 
The main reason recorded is that respondents 
did not have time to do an internship (41%), the 
second most frequent response was that stu-
dents did apply for an internship but were not 
successful (31%) followed by not being able to 
afford doing an internship (15%), and no credits 
being awarded by the university (7%). For stu-
dents who described themselves as having a dis-
ability, the main reason for never having done an 
internship was that they did not have time to do 

Figure 6: Obstacles to undertaking an internship  
(scale 1 to 10 where 1 means “not at all” and 10 means “very much”) 
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an internship (50%) while not being able to af-
ford doing an internship was the second most 
frequently mentioned reason (25%). Failure to 
secure an internship and caring responsibilities 
were additional reasons (13% each). For stu-
dents describing themselves as belonging to an 
ethnic minority, the main reason for not doing an 
internship was the same as for the other sub-
groups, namely a lack of time (40%). The other 
three reasons were that the university does not 
offer credit (20%), that respondents did not se-
cure an internship (20%), and that respondents 
could not afford to do an internship (20%).  

The data suggests that the obstacles faced by 
all subgroups are quite similar with the additional 
time required to do internships being the domi-
nant issue. That 31% of the students in the sub-
group who had not done an internship stated that 
they applied but failed to secure an internship is 
also worth noting. Amongst those students the 
majority have submitted five applications or less, 
but some students submitted between 15 and 20 
applications. Not knowing the local language is 
not an obstacle at all for around half of the stu-
dents, but for just under a quarter of students it 
is a very serious obstacle (7 and above on a scale 
from1 to 10). We have to be cautious interpreting 
the above results with regard to the subgroups of 
students that describe themselves as belonging 
to an ethnic minority or as having a disability due 
to the small number of respondents. Nonethe-
less, we may note that from an inclusion per-
spective finding internships that cater to the in-
terest of the students seems to be a bigger ob-
stacle for these groups of. 

The obstacles to securing internships was also 
discussed during the focus groups. Students 
suggested that universities should make more 
extensive lists of internship providers available 
to students (e.g. Utrecht) and provide a clearer 
formulation of the expectations or criteria re-
garding eligible internships. Foreign students, in 
particular, argued for making more extensive 
lists of internship providers available to students. 
                                                           
3 The percentage of respondents who have done one or more internships is 64% for the entire sample and 61% 
for the sample of non-EU/non-UK students. Respondents reporting two or more internships amounted to 28% for 
the entire sample and 23% for the non-EU/non-UK respondents. 38% of non-EU/non-UK students report not hav-
ing done an internship while 36% report the same for the entire sample. 
4 International students include UK and EU students studying abroad. 

As some participants from outside the host 
country put it, students coming from abroad lack 
information on internships in the host country. 
While they may have information on internships 
in their home countries (information acquired 
throughout their educational journey in their 
home countries or through family or friends) 
they do not have the same kind of information 
regarding their host countries. As an interviewee 
at Kent put it: 

“I’m from [a foreign country], so I didn’t really 
know what kind of internship like usually stu-
dents in peace and conflict could apply in the 
UK or in Europe … which was quite … time 
consuming for me to do it by myself when 
some other people already have their 
knowledge and they could just do it. So luck-
ily…I had German friends who could tell me 
like which kind of website I could look into 
and stuff. […] So, I think it’s quite nice, espe-
cially for international students, if we could 
already have the knowledge of, like, what 
kind of internship we could do in Europe or in 
the UK” (Kent). 

In the absence of this information, international 
students often have to revert to doing intern-
ships in their home countries, just as the non-
European student we quoted above. While the 
percentage of non-EU/non-UK students who 
have done an internship as part of their studies 
is only a little lower compared to the entire sam-
ple,3 the survey also shows that 31% of interna-
tional students do internships in their home 
countries where they do not study.4 There may 
be good reasons for this, such as networking, 
however the student quoted above suggested 
that her primary motivation for applying for an 
internship in her home country was because it 
was easier for her to do so. However, this in part 
negates the purpose of studying abroad and de-
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nies international students the chance to de-
velop certain skills and experiences that are of-
ten a requirement for jobs in an international set-
ting. For example, one international non-Euro-
pean student interviewed at Kent suggested that 
a key aspect of her learning during the internship 
was related to teamwork and the “European” 
management style, both of which are different 
from experiences in her home country where a 
more vertical, hierarchical structure prevails 
(Kent, Utrecht). 

The demand for a clearer formulation of expec-
tations and criteria and the related issue of hav-
ing to find suitable host institutions were echoed 
by some teaching staff. For example, during the 
Coimbra focus groups staff suggested that the 
purpose of internships and the training they are 
aiming to provide needs to be clarified further. 
Similarly, a key concern seems to be identifying 
relevant host institutions to ensure that WBL 
during the internship is better targeted which 

                                                           
5 Students were asked to answer with regard to their longest internship with 28% of students reporting that they 
did two or more internships. 

should also result in better internship plans. This 
also extends to clarifying the links between in-
ternships and integration into the labour market. 

The prevalence of unpaid internships and the 
challenges this poses for WBL was also high-
lighted in a number of focus groups. This issue 
seems to contribute to the difficulties of secur-
ing internships and increases the stress that stu-
dents experience. The survey results reveal that 
60% of internships that respondents undertook 
were unpaid (figure 7a).5 Focus group partici-
pants at Coimbra suggested that the lack of paid 
internships is one of the reasons why students 
forgo curricular internships. Similarly, a partici-
pant at Utrecht highlighted that for students 
without funding it is time consuming and hence 
costly to apply for internships and that the prev-
alence of unpaid internships adds to the prob-
lem. The survey suggests that unpaid intern-
ships are more prevalent among no-EU a/ non-

Figure 7a: Unpaid internships (full sample) 
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UK students since 86% of internships these stu-
dents undertake are unpaid as opposed to 60% 
for the entire sample (figure 7b).  An interviewee 
at Kent who was an international student also 
suggested that she had to forgo finding an un-
paid internship in the UK because it was consid-
erably more expensive to stay there rather than 
go home. A Kent student also pointed out that 
they were able to do their internship because one 
parent lived in the city where she secured an in-
ternship but would otherwise have been depend-
ent on her parents for financial help. She had 
considered Erasmus funding, but felt that it 
needed at least three months to get such funding 
in place and that this was not feasible given the 
timeline for her applications. She also pointed 
out that UN organisations are in some of the 
most expensive places (New York, Geneva) on 
the globe, which presents a problem for PCS stu-
dents. Moreover, several students stated that 
they would have liked to extend their internship 
if it wasn’t for the cost of doing an internship. Un-
like students on the Kent and Marburg joint pro-
gramme, students at Coimbra have used Eras-
mus funding to do internships abroad. 

Besides the issues of remuneration, another 
obstacle to inclusion that has been mentioned is 
(lack of) competency in the local language. This 
is a problem many international students face 
when studying in countries where the language 
of instruction at university is different from the 
local language spoken in the workplace. Stu-
dents taking part in the Utrecht focus groups 
suggested that this was a considerable obstacle 
to doing a fieldwork-based research internship 
and resulted in students pursuing non-research 
internships. But even when the language of in-
struction and the language in the workplace are 
the same (as is the case in the UK) some inter-
national students find it difficult to navigate the 
language barriers in a work-based environment 
(Kent, Utrecht). 

Work visas were another issue students men-
tioned in relations to inclusion (obstacle to mo-
bility). The issue of work visas arose in relation to 
doing internships outside the host country. A Eu-
ropean student at Kent remarked that she looked 
at US based internships but felt that it was not 
possible to obtain a work visa especially given 
that the start dates of many internships she re-
searched were very close. 

Figure 7b: Unpaid internships (non-EU/non-UK students) 
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Finally, the need for workplace specific addi-
tional training in the preparation phase was 
mentioned. One student at Kent suggested that 
it might be useful to include a briefing on how to 
deal with certain issues that may arise during the 
internship. Given that most students have not 
been in full-time employment prior to doing their 
internships they may not be familiar with how to 
best raise issues with an internship provider. 
Specifically, she was keen on being briefed on 
how to go about pitching additional tasks or pro-
jects to an internship provider and how best to 
raise issues that emerge during an internship, in-
cluding those that involve criticising the intern-
ship provider. 

Diverging expectations concerning employment 
offers through internships 
Some focus groups suggested that expectations 
regarding the internship may differ among 
stakeholders. As the focus groups undertaken at 
Cluj most clearly state, students often see doing 
an internship with an employer as a first step to-
wards securing more permanent employment in 
that organisation or company. At the same time, 
employers are generally using the interns as 
temporary (low-profile and non-remunerated) 
personnel without any prospect of a permanent 
position or even short-term contract. One conse-
quence of students’ expectations is, according to 
internship providers, that students may forgo 
skills development which is beneficial for their 

education and training in order to focus on activ-
ities at the workplace that students believe will 
make them attractive to the employer and to be-
ing hired in the short term. No other focus group 
or interview suggested as stark a contrast in ex-
pectations as the focus group at Cluj, so this may 
be a country specific issue. 

Definition of objectives and learning outcomes 
While students’ expectations are important, we 
also have to consider the expectations of univer-
sities and PCS programmes when it comes to 
providing and developing internship activities. 
These are usually stated in the learning out-
comes. However, evidence collected for this pro-
ject suggests that students are often neither 
aware of the learning outcomes, nor are they 
confronted with them explicitly. In qualitative in-
terviews (conducted at Kent) with a number of 
students who had undertaken internships at un-
dergraduate and postgraduate level at different 
institutions, students stated that they were not 
aware of the actual learning outcomes at the 
preparation stage/commencement stage of 
their internships. In order to get a better under-
standing of this issue we fielded two questions 
regarding learning outcomes in the INCOPS sur-
vey. Only 39% of respondents stated that they 
had consulted the internship related learning 
outcomes prior to the internship (figure 8). This 
suggests that there is an issue regarding how 
students are preparing and are being prepared 
for internships at least in terms of awareness of 

Figure 8: Consultation of internship related learning outcomes 
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related learning outcomes. Increasing the num-
ber of students who consult the internship re-
lated learning outcomes is likely to be beneficial. 
We put a second survey question to those re-
spondents who had reported consulting the in-
ternship related learning outcomes. We asked to 
what degree these learning outcomes influenced 
their internship choice on a scale from 1 to 10, 
where 1 means “did not influence my choice at 
all” and 10 means “very much influenced my 
choice” (figure 9).  The mean (median) value was 
6.5 (7), indicating that the learning outcomes had 
a substantial influence on internship choice. 

For some internships such as curricular intern-
ships at Coimbra, for example, a formal outline of 
the learning outcomes is set when the sending 
institution and the receiving (host) institution 
sign a protocol or contract that details the intern-
ship the student will undertake. The institution 
has to ensure that students are guided and en-
couraged to engage fully in work tasks related to 
the specified learning outcomes and the defined 
objectives have to be in line with the tasks to be 
undertaken, skills to be acquired/consolidated, 
and the overall learning outcomes including for-
mal learning outcomes, but also more personal 
ones. Such internship plans are usually not very 
detailed, though. Overall, there is some room for 
improvement when it comes to how well stu-
dents are acquainted with learning outcomes 
that pertain to their internships. 

During the internship – Learning during the 
internship 

The role of internships in students’ skills 
development 

“The main difficulty is the fact that I see a 
gap between that training at the workplace 

and academic skills. Students are fast learn-
ers, and many of the competencies they ac-
quire, it happens at the workplace” (Cluj). 

This quote from one of the Cluj focus groups sug-
gests that students acquire many of their skills 
and competences during internships. However, 
as we might expect, the nature of skills devel-
oped and the students’ experience of the actual 
learning process, including the feedback and ap-
praisal process, differ widely between individu-
als, sending institutions, and host institutions. 
Nonetheless, most students who have engaged 
in internships value the “real-life” experience 
and the different perspective internships offer. 
This is also confirmed by internship providers 
and staff participating in the Cluj focus groups. 
The latter suggested that students returned to 
classes with first-hand experience and more 
mature. Skills development during internships in 
particular is valued for its contribution to learn-
ing outcomes. This is especially true for skills 
that studying at university does not explicitly 
train. According to a student from Utrecht, doing 
an internship allowed students to develop rele-
vant skills for specific practice-oriented jobs. 
Similarly, a number of students pointed to the 
complementary nature of skills developed during 
an internship. Or, as students from Cluj put it, the 
internship learning allows students to “complete 
their knowledge and skills” and also allows them 
to acquire “a much better idea about the tasks a 
practitioner in conflict management has to per-
form”. Skills mentioned by stakeholders include 
written and oral communication skills including 
non-academic writing, focused writing and syn-
thesising, protocol, networking, organising 
events, making contacts with external entities, 
teamwork, but also more sector specific skills 
like fundraising. But respondents also valued in-
ternships for tacit knowledge they gained about 

Figure 9: Influence of internship related learning outcomes on … 
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the mind-set of the organisation they were work-
ing in and the way people in these organisations 
think and operate. In addition to acquiring new 
skills a number of students suggested that the 
internship also helped in forming a network of 
people and potential organisations for future 
jobs which was considered useful. 

Some focus groups, however, highlighted that 
there is often a gap between the expected or de-
sired skills development which is important for 
students’ integration into the labour market and 
the actual limited responsibilities and skills de-
velopment opportunities that many internships 
provide (Coimbra). 

These differences in skills development oppor-
tunities were also highlighted by several stu-
dents participating in one of the Cluj focus 
groups. Specifically, there is said to be quite 
some variation in employers’ levels of readiness 
and preparedness to integrate interns into the 
workplace. With respect to the capacity to man-
age internship activities and the competences 
and skills of the responsible personnel signifi-
cant variation can occur even within the same 
organisation. One of the students described his 
experience in the following way:  

“In the time I was in that particular organisa-
tion, I changed two departments. In the first, 
I was almost ignored and I performed sub-
secretarial tasks, such as xeroxing docu-
ments. In the second, I learnt a lot, as they 
asked me to document myself a conflict sit-
uation and to help them simulate a negotia-
tion” (Cluj). 

These differences are often related to the host-
ing capacity of the organisation and to the con-
crete context in which it finds itself when the in-
tern starts his/her programme. A state institu-
tion’s officer admitted that  

“Especially with the pandemics, we lost per-
sonnel. So, when you finally get your hand 
upon an intern after the fastidious process of 
receiving all the necessary clearances, you 
put him/her at work on the burning matters 
of the moment and for the tasks you are in 
need of” (Cluj). 

While this may lead to misunderstandings and 
hinder skills development, it might have some 
paradoxical positive consequences in that it rep-
resents a more “natural” workplace environ-
ment, hence preparing the intern for a future ca-
reer. In other words, as stated by an employer 
and confirmed by two students during the focus 
groups,  

“Students have to get used to the reality of 
what a working environment means, where 
sometimes the employees perform lots of 
different tasks instead of the idealized view 
of hyper-stable and mega-specialized insti-
tutions” (Cluj).  

Students’ and employers’ expectations may also 
differ regarding the responsibility of the em-
ployer in the internship management process as 
evidenced in one of the Cluj focus groups. The 
interns believe that “the employers’ responsibil-
ity is the same as the one of the university, as we 
are formatted [sic] by both” (Cluj). The students 
stressed the importance of the internship’s con-
sequences on their future path. As one of them 
put it: “they [the employing organisation] need to 
be careful of what they teach us, as we will do the 
same when being employed elsewhere” (Cluj). 
On the other hand, the employers perceive in-
ternship activities as punctual interventions, 
among many others, in the students’ profession-
alisation process. Consequently, organisations 
do not perceive any responsibility for what the 
students will do after having completed the in-
ternship. As one of them put it:  

“We’re just showing them what we do and 
how we do what we do. Different students re-
main with various elements of what they ex-
perienced, these fundamentally vary in func-
tion of their capacity of absorption and pro-
cessing. How could we guarantee that they 
got them right and that they will use them in 
accordance with our instructions and prac-
tices?” (Cluj). 

Self-directed learning 
Usually, there is a range of skills development 
opportunities during the course of any intern-
ship, but students often do not select tasks with 
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skills development in mind. During internships, 
especially at the MA level, students usually have 
some say over which tasks they are going to take 
on or they are even in a position to propose new 
project ideas and tasks. What guides students in 
selecting tasks? Are they selecting tasks in line 
with a plan for their own learning and skills de-
velopment? For the Kent interviews and focus 
groups we asked specifically about what guided 
students’ task selection (if they had a say in se-
lecting tasks) during their internship. The evi-
dence collected suggests that students do nei-
ther explicitly think about their skills develop-
ment in relation to task selection nor is skills de-
velopment usually the driving force for task se-
lection. One international non-European re-
spondent reported that she was almost free in 
her task selection, as she was working for a 
small, university affiliated NGO with a number of 
other students. When asked if she took the 
learning outcomes or skills development into ac-
count when selecting tasks, she replied: 

“I think I didn’t really think about like the final 
report or anything. I think I just chose a task 
by my skill and then second by my interest. 
[…] So … the NGO was like mainly organised 
by … university students. So most of them 
didn’t speak or write good English. So, all the 
translation[s] we needed to submit to the 
embassies and stuff. I did all the translation 
and writing stuff. So, in that case I took the 
task because I knew it was like in line with 
my skills and then other task I did just chose 
them because I was interested” (Kent). 

Another student suggested that when she had 
the opportunity to propose tasks she did so in 
line with what she thought would be good for the 
internship provider and it was “motivated by 
them seeing me as a good addition to the team, 
… showing initiative”. Skills development was not 
the primary motivation. 

While this seems a sensible approach, it sug-
gests that internship programmes could attempt 
to prepare students better for their internships 
by helping them to identify skills and potential 
associated tasks that would also allow them to 

train skills they are lacking or that are weak, ra-
ther than just enhancing skills that are already 
well developed. 

A better communication of internship related 
programme learning outcomes may aid self-di-
rected learning. The INCOPS survey provides ev-
idence that programme learning outcomes influ-
ence task selections and which skills students 
decide to train. In the section on learning out-
comes, we already mentioned that we fielded 
survey questions regarding learning outcomes. 
We put a question to those respondents who had 
reported consulting the internship related learn-
ing outcomes and asked to what degree these 
learning outcomes guided their decisions on task 
selection during the internship and which skills 
students wanted to train on a scale from 1 to 10, 
where 1 means “did not influence my choice at 
all” and 10 means “very much influenced my 
choice” (figure 9). The mean (median) values are 
6.16 (7) and 6.35 (7) respectively. This suggests 
that the learning outcomes had a substantial in-
fluence on these choices. It stands to reason that 
if more students were aware of learning out-
comes, they might approach task selection and 
skills to be trained differently. However, it is un-
likely that this measure alone will remove the 
pressure students feel to select tasks that allow 
them to shine in front of employers. We shall re-
turn to this issue in the recommendation section 
below. 

The challenging theory-practice nexus in WBL  
The theory-praxis nexus is a common learning 
outcome of many PCS programmes that feature 
internships. Unlike skills development, which is 
often fairly straight forward to accomplish, mak-
ing the connection between theory and practice 
is more challenging. From an educational point of 
view a key justification for undertaking intern-
ships as part of a university degree is related to 
the theory-practice nexus. The reason for em-
bedding an internship in a degree often is to de-
velop the students’ ability to apply theoretical 
knowledge to practical work during the intern-
ship and in turn to have the practical experience 
students gather enhance their theoretical under-
standing of the subject matter. We will return to 
the latter aspect in another section. Was it not 
for the theory-practice nexus, one might argue 
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that internships could principally be conducted 
outside the university context. In most academ-
ics’ experience students struggle with the the-
ory-practice element of WBL in PCS studies. As 
it turns out, linking theory and practice is consid-
ered a difficult task by students who participated 
in the focus groups. 

Several students at Coimbra provided compel-
ling evidence in this regard. Students stated that 
they initially undertook curricular internship at 
the MA-level, but then realised that linking their 
experience with the theoretical framework 
learned was too challenging. As a consequence, 
they end up changing from a curricular intern-
ship to a non-curricular internship and com-
menced with writing a research-oriented disser-
tation instead, even if it was inspired by their in-
ternship experience. This is despite the fact that, 
as noted earlier, students usually commence in-
ternships with good critical analysis skills and 
theoretical knowledge.  

One of the issues may well be that the tasks 
students are asked to undertake during their in-
ternships are not conducive to making the con-
nection between theory and practice. Some staff 
members who took part in the Coimbra focus 
group suggested that the curricular internships 
students undertook were often too basic to allow 
students to develop a fruitful engagement with 
the theory-practice nexus. There is also some 
evidence from students participating in the 
Coimbra focus group that this may be the case. 
Students suggested that they could not really ar-
ticulate their internship experience in terms of 
theoretical frameworks they had learned at uni-
versity and felt that university and internships 
were two independent training activities. 

However, under the right conditions, students 
make connections between theory and practice. 
For example, one interviewee at Kent who was 
working on Myanmar for a small NGO at the time 
of the recent military coup, reports that she 
made connections between theories of conflict 
resolution learned at Kent and her work for the 
NGO. Asked if she made a connection between 
theory and practice she replied 

“I’ll say yes … [A]t one point I specifically 
thought about the negotiation and mediation 
class I took in Kent. Because obviously like 

this military coup in Myanmar … was ongo-
ing. And then … at some point it became 
more like civil war … [E]verybody, was talking 
about how to end this. I started thinking 
about this, how to say like mutually hurting 
stalemate and the windows of opportunity 
kind of theories from negotiation and media-
tion class” (Kent). 

A Kent alumnus recalls that material covered on 
refugee conventions at university helped some-
what when interning with UNHCR but felt that 
more generally across several WBL activities 
there was little theoretical knowledge to be ap-
plied in practice. Another Kent student reported 
that she was familiar with some of the topics she 
had to deal with in her briefings for a think tank 
she was interning at. This is perhaps suggestive 
of the more common link between university 
learning and practice, i.e. it is information and 
knowledge about certain policies and issues ra-
ther than a theory – practice nexus that students 
observe while doing internships. 

Post WBL – Reporting and reflecting on WBL 
(internship and practitioner learners) 

Internship reports and reflecting on WBL in PCS  
A common way of assessing if learning out-
comes have been achieved during an internship 
is through an internship report. The INCOPS sur-
vey shows that 78% of responses regarding as-
sessment methods mention a report. Internship 
reports also usually encourage students to re-
flect on their learning and often ask students to 
reflect on the relationship between theory 
learned in the classroom and the practice expe-
rienced during the internship. Coimbra’s MA de-
gree includes such a report for curricular intern-
ships (assessed by a committee), students at 
Utrecht who take the internship-track also have 
to write an internship report, and students at 
Kent and Marburg for whom internships are 
compulsory also have to submit such a report. 
More generally, report writing is the most com-
mon means of reflection. Over two thirds of re-
sponses to a question about the post internship 
reflection process in the INCOPS survey mention 
an internship report.  
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There is some disagreement among students 
about the usefulness of internship reports per se, 
but overall students seem to find them a useful 
tool. Discussions which are specific to an institu-
tion’s format are not included here (see individ-
ual focus group reports). Generally, a number of 
students suggested that the final internship re-
port helped analyse and clarify the skills devel-
oped during the internship and that completing it 
was also useful in terms of CV writing.  

Students in one of the Utrecht focus groups 
suggested that the internship report incentivises 
students to let their learning experience appear 
in a more positive light in order to pass the as-
signment. This point was raised by one of the 
students and supported by another student in 
the group. Nevertheless, the students felt that 
the reflection on the internship was useful and 
hence this issue does not seem to present too 
big a problem in terms of the reflection students 
engage in or their learning experience. However, 
it may pose some minor problems for pro-
gramme directors and module convenors since 
the experiences of students may not quite be 
what they seem on paper. 

Opinions on having additional opportunities to 
collectively reflect on the learning experience 
differ. When asked about embedding the writing 
of the internship report in a (set of) workshops, 
different opinions came to light. On the one hand, 
one European student participating in the Kent 
focus group argued that she just wanted to write 
the report and did not see much of a need for a 
collective reflection process on the internship 
experience to enhance her learning. Another in-
ternational non-European student stated the fol-
lowing: “I felt sorry that I couldn’t get the oppor-
tunity … to share … my internship experience 
with other student”. She suggested that she 
“wanted to get more feedback” (Kent). Specifi-
cally, she would appreciate an opportunity to do 
a presentation on her internship experience.  

There may be room to improve the internship 
experience by ensuring students are aware of 
learning outcomes and the skills they have to 
train. Earlier we noted that students do not usu-
ally consult the learning outcomes of the intern-
ship module prior to commencing the internship. 
According to the Kent students interviewed, nei-
ther do many students look at the requirements 

for the internship reports before they start the 
internship. When asked if, with hindsight, the 
learning process may have been improved by 
considering learning outcomes and which skills 
to develop prior to commencing the internship, 
one Kent student said the following. “If you’re 
more aware of what … you’re supposed to learn, 
then I think you would have … looked at it differ-
ently.” However, in this student’s view the limit-
ing factor is the internship provider and whether 
or not they would have accommodated requests 
regarding skills development and task allocation. 
It may hence be useful to consider more carefully 
which skills students ought to develop prior to an 
internship and to attempt to communicate this 
to internship providers. It may well be the case 
that it is easier to reach an agreement on specific 
tasks to be allocated and skills to be trained 
when there is a long term or ongoing relationship 
between the university and internship provider. 

Reflecting on WBL practice in PCS – 
Practitioner-Learners  
Students who engage in internships do not al-
ways have the depth of experience that is re-
quired to reflect on all aspects of learning includ-
ing exploring the link between theory and prac-
tice. Practitioner-learners on the other hand 
usually do. Most students at the Centre for Trust, 
Peace and Social Relations (CTPSR) at Coventry 
University are in fact long distance practitioner-
learners with plenty of experience in the field of 
PCS. In other words, they are on the opposing 
end of the theory – practice spectrum than most 
“typical” university students and engage with 
the theories after rather than before their practi-
cal experiences. Are these students better able 
to link theory to practice? There was near una-
nimity amongst lecturing staff that practitioner-
learners continually link the taught material to 
their experiences in the workplace. This happens 
through the student’s own initiative, where in 
group discussions they will begin to reflect on 
their professional expertise.  

This is heavily influenced in two ways. Firstly, 
reflection is “hardwired” into the course struc-
ture. Alongside traditional academic essays, the 
assessment of two modules rely heavily on 
learners’ experiences and reflections. Secondly, 
this is facilitated by the lecturing staff, who will 
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design parts of their module to make an explicit 
link between the theory and practice. One lec-
turer on the MA Peace and Conflict Studies re-
marked that it means students can think through 
the implications of the theories that are taught to 
the “real world”. A lecturer on the MA Maritime 
Security noted that how students’ “day job” may 
be influenced by broader trends was part of the 
appeal for students to enrol in the first place.  

Positive effects of including work experiences 
in the classroom teaching 
One observation regarding the positive effects of 
students’ reflections on their work and on the 
theory – practice nexus is the unification of 
learners across the classroom. A lecturer on the 
MA Peace and Conflict Studies at Coventry 
noted how learners from vastly different profes-
sional experiences would “bond” when discuss-
ing the practicalities of particular ideas and con-
cepts. This would enrich the learning experience 
as students from different backgrounds would 
begin to find commonalities. This was particu-
larly notable in classes which mixed students 
from the Maritime Security and Peace and Con-
flict Studies MA streams. 

Another positive observation centred on the 
participatory effect of the integration of profes-
sional experience. It was noted that the one-way 
direction of traditional lecturing was less appli-
cable in the case of lectures at Coventry, and 
through recognising students’ experiences, the 
role of the lecturer was at times more of a “facil-
itator”. 

A positive effect on university teachers was 
also noted. Lecturers were able to deepen their 
understanding of the theories that they were 
presenting to the class. With greater feedback of 
how ideas and approaches meet the realities of 
the work environment, lecturers found that they 
received valuable feedback over the utility of the 
ideas that they presented. This was described as 
“incredibly enriching” by one lecturer. 

Impact of WBL experience on employment and 
employability  

The focus groups present a fairly mixed picture 
when it comes to the impact of internships on 
the prospects of employment. We already noted 

earlier that at least employers participating in 
the Cluj focus groups did not regard internships 
as a jumping board to permanent or even tempo-
rary employment. But how do alumni who have 
gained employment assess the impact of the in-
ternships they undertook while doing their de-
grees?  

On the whole, alumni participating in the 
Utrecht focus groups thought internships to be 
useful when looking for jobs but essentially not 
decisive. For example, one student suggested 
that she was taught some relevant skills during 
the course of the internship but it “didn’t really 
cut it” on the job market. Another student from 
the same focus group suggested that the intern-
ship was mostly useful for finding a job because 
it gave him confidence. Another respondent 
stated that while the internship experience is 
well-received during job interviews, it is not 
enough and that she mostly relied on work expe-
riences gained prior to her MA degree during job 
interviews. Another alumnus also noted that 
skills acquired during the internship were help-
ing her do her current job. 

The impact of internship experiences on em-
ployment prospects may be different for interna-
tional students. One former international non-
European Kent student, who is working part-
time while doing a PhD, was convinced that she 
landed her job due to the international experi-
ence her internship in the UK provided her with. 
Her job featured a very international working en-
vironment with people of different nationalities 
and she specifically mentioned that the skills she 
developed in communicating with people from 
other cultures were crucial to landing her current 
job. This once more highlights how important it 
is to enable all international students to do in-
ternships in the universities’ host country. 

The kind of internship students undertake or 
the status of the internship provider may affect 
employment opportunities. One Kent alumnus 
who now works in a commercial setting sug-
gested that a good internship can go a long way 
when it comes to finding employment. He also 
suggested that the two high profile internships 
he completed made a significant difference to 
his chances of finding employment. He sug-
gested that undertaking internships at these or-
ganisations with what he called “brand names” 
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definitely helped to get interviews. The more or 
less explicit suggestion was that being able to se-
cure such an internship signals one’s calibre. He 
explained that at the time he was on the job mar-
ket employers in his native country were narrow-
minded with employers mostly hiring from spe-
cific universities. He suggested that despite not 
having graduated from such a university his CV 
was considered because of his high-profile in-
ternships. 

Volunteering experience may help with intern-
ship applications and so do prior work experi-
ences in areas unrelated to PCS. We earlier 
noted that all stakeholders consider any kind of 
WBL preferable to no WBL. The Kent focus group 
bore this out, both with regard to the usefulness 
of prior volunteering for securing an internship 
and having had a job for securing an internship. 
A European student reported that her fairly ex-
tensive volunteering experience helped her with 
writing internship applications and also helped 
her during the interview process. Not surpris-
ingly, she felt that in particular evidencing her 
skills were much easier given her volunteering 
experience. Confidence in her abilities was also 
an aspect. An international non-European stu-
dent, who had been working in an unrelated field, 
suggested that her work experience was helpful 
in securing internships.6 

Difference between undergraduate and 
postgraduate internships 

We might generally assume that there is a pro-
gression in WBL from one study level to the next. 
During the Kent interviews and focus group we 

                                                           
6 The notion that prior work experience, even if unrelated to PCS, may make it easier to secure a PCS related 
internship stands to reason. However, the INCOPS survey tells a different story. We split the sample into sub-
samples where one sub-sample included all respondents who had previously been employed for 6 months or more 
fulltime and the other sub-sample included those who had not previously been employed for 6 months or more. 
The results were almost identical with both samples featuring 37% of respondents who had never done an intern-
ship. The differences for those who had done two or more internships only amounted to two percentage points 
(28% and 26% respectively) and the difference for those who had done one internship was one percentage point 
(36% and 37% respectively). We have to caution that there may be reasons why splitting the sample may provide 
misleading answers in the absence of control variables. While the two sub-samples are quite similar in terms of 
gender or the university respondents attend, they differ markedly in terms of reported disposable income, level of 
study, and the proportion of non-EU/non-UK students. Given the numbers of responses to the survey we are un-
able to resolve this issue. 

explicitly selected students who had done in-
ternships at undergraduate and postgraduate 
levels and asked about the differences. One stu-
dent reported that she took her WBL experience 
at the undergraduate level less seriously and 
more seriously at the postgraduate level when 
she was thinking about the job market and find-
ing a job which is “almost not possible to do … 
without any experience these days, especially in 
this peace and conflict area”. Another student 
suggested that she was more confident and un-
derstood the work environment better when do-
ing an internship at postgraduate level, including 
being able to deal with suggestions on how to im-
prove. She also suggested that internship pro-
viders assign somewhat different tasks to PG in-
terns. “I think maybe you’re being trusted with a 
little bit more because you’ve already graduated 
once.” 

Volunteering  

There appears to be an increasing expectation by 
admissions committees and employers that stu-
dents should have done some volunteering. Ac-
cording to our INCOPS survey, 58% of respond-
ents reported that they had volunteered during 
their studies (figure 10). The percentages are al-
most identical for male and female respondents 
while all respondents who preferred to self-iden-
tify had volunteering experience. Among stu-
dents who described themselves as belonging to 
an ethnic minority 54% report that they had vol-
unteered during their studies. Among students 
who described themselves as having a disability 
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only 36% reported that they had volunteered 
during their studies.  There is also a gender as-
pect to consider as none of the male respond-
ents who describe themselves as having a disa-
bility had volunteered. The incidence of volun-
teering was highest among EU students studying 
in another EU country with one hundred percent 
of students having done volunteering during 
their studies while only 51% of non-EU/non-UK 
students had done so. Among EU students in the 
UK and UK students in the EU 65% had volun-
teered during their studies. There is no straight 
forward relationship between income categories 

                                                           
7 With the caveat that no additional confounders were taken into account we can share the following data. If we 
compare the percentage of students who volunteer and reported below median income (Euros 0-500) with the 
percentage of those who volunteer and reported above median income (Euros 751- ∞) we find that 54% of the 
former group volunteer while 65% of the latter volunteer. If we limit the analysis to MA students (i.e. eliminate 
differences in the level of study) we find that 67% of the former and 80% or the latter volunteered. 
8 A smaller percentage of Non-EU/non-UK students may engage in volunteering but typically such students vol-
unteer between 5-10 hours (mode, 41%) while the median is the same as for the full sample (5-10 hours). EU 
students studying in the UK or UK students studying in the EU typically (mode and median, 55%) volunteer for 5-
10 hours a month. While a higher percentage of EU students studying in other EU countries may volunteer they 
typically volunteer only up to 5 hours a month (mode and median, 71%). For students studying in their home coun-
tries the mode (36%) is up to five hours of volunteering with a median of 5-10 hours. However, 13% of home stu-
dents volunteer for 25 hours or more a month. 

and likelihood of volunteering that could be iden-
tified in the descriptive data. Graphically the de-
scriptive data approximates a horizontal S.7 Stu-
dents who volunteer typically do so for up to five 
hours month (mode, 39%) and the median stu-
dent volunteering between 5-10 hours a month 
(figure 11).8  

Motives for and goals of volunteering 

As we have noted above, students seem to be 
under constant pressure to improve their CV, be 
it in terms of qualifications, work experience 

Figure 10: Percentage of students who volunteer 
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through internships, international experience 
through semesters abroad, or volunteering. Dur-
ing a focus group at Marburg and qualitative in-
terviews at Kent we gained some insights into 
the motives, preferences, and practices of stu-
dents who engage in volunteering.  

Common motivations for volunteering include 
the desire to make a difference and to meet like-
minded people. Survey responses suggest that 
the desire to contribute to society and to (co-
)shape developments in their cities or communi-
ties is the strongest motivation for volunteering. 
On a scale from 1 to 10, where 1 means “com-
pletely disagree” and 10 means “completely 
agree” responses averaged (mean) 8.47 with a 
median value of 9 in support of the statement “I 
volunteer to make a difference” (figure 12). Some 
interviewees suggested that the experiences of 
injustice and “perceived injustices” are motiva-
tional factors to get involved in voluntary work. 
Respondents also suggested that their studies 
were not practical enough in terms of affecting 
actual change and that engaging in voluntary 
work allowed them to affect such change. More-
over, another motivation is the social aspect of 

volunteering as students were searching for like-
minded people and contacts, for example after 
moving to a new town to attend university. Vol-
unteering is perceived as an opportunity to get to 
know people who share similar ideas and as an 
opportunity for making use of the social network 
of volunteering initiatives. 

The above suggests that students have mostly 
intrinsic rather than instrumental motives for 
undertaking volunteer work during their studies. 
However, we found throughout the focus group 
that there are inconsistencies between the self-
perceived motivations and a somewhat more in-
strumental, career focussed approach respond-
ents demonstrated towards volunteering. Simi-
larly, the INCOPS survey reveals that a number 
of intrinsic and instrumental motives matter to 
respondents. This is not to deny that students 
have altruistic motives but that they may be 
somewhat overstated. Nonetheless, the focus 
group evidence is very valuable as it demon-
strates the reasoning behind the different moti-
vations. 

In this context it is interesting to compare civil 
society organisations’ experiences with student 

Figure 11: How many hours do you volunteer per month 
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and non-student volunteers. During the focus 
group at Marburg civil society organisations 
highlighted the difference between students and 
non-students in terms of volunteering. Students 
are perceived to be more goal-oriented with re-
gard to voluntary work. In this context this means 
that most student volunteers come from study 
programmes relevant to the specific field of en-
gagement. Often, they demonstrate a strong in-
terest in figuring out their professional interests, 
to get references, to develop, to get opportunities 
to try out and experiment, or to find new con-
tacts. By comparison, non-student-volunteers 
are perceived by civil society institutions to often 
be more relaxed and consistent in their commit-
ment. Civil society organisations participating in 
the focus groups suggested that generally, non-
student volunteers position themselves in terms 
of what they want and what they don’t want and 
are hence more likely to turn down working on 
projects that do not fall within their interests. 
Thus, non-student-volunteers are often more fo-
cussed on what interests them and also like to 
combine hobbies with volunteering. These in-
sights speak to the perhaps somewhat more in-
strumental motives of student volunteers. 

Even if students may have some career-re-
lated motivations for volunteering, the focus 
group discussions suggest that students are 
looking for a non-university related space and 
activity when engaging in volunteering activities. 
Survey responses regarding the statement “I 
volunteer to create a space in my live that is not 
related to university” support this with a mean 
(median) of 6.81 (8) on a scale from 1 to 10. Sim-
ilarly, volunteers reported that they wanted to 
meet people from outside the university (mean 
6.83, median 7) (figure 12). When we asked dur-
ing focus groups whether they reflect on skills 
trained or developed through voluntary work stu-
dents often intuitively criticized the idea of for-
malizing their non-formal learning experiences. 
Volunteering fulfils needs that are not fulfilled by 
studying at university. Students perceived their 
skills development as decoupled from the en-
gagement with social movements and other 
groups they engaged with while volunteering. 
Therefore, reflecting on skills is less of a goal 
while volunteering and is also not undertaken in 
any systematic way. Moreover, students 

stressed that volunteering was not about skill ac-
quisition for their CVs as volunteers do not want 
to be seen as human capital. In general, skills are 
more of a by-product. These qualitative insights 
are not replicated in the survey where volunteers 
reported that developing their skills (mean 6.89, 
median 7) and expanding their professional net-
works (mean 6.81, median 7) were similarly im-
portant reasons to volunteer as the creation of 
non-university related spaces and contacts (fig-
ure 12). This tallies with our observation of con-
tradictions in our focus groups. In the focus 
groups we also asked about the value of an insti-
tutionalised reflection process on volunteering 
as part of the curriculum. Some students were 
concerned about such institutionalised reflec-
tion as their volunteering “should not end in an 
internship report” as a form of “pure formalisa-
tion” which they consider “horrible extra work” 
(Marburg). Overall, reflection and a systematic 
approach are perceived as being part of an in-
ternship rather than volunteering.  

Civil society organisations reported to be 
“happy that someone is participating, but it is not 
about reflecting on what the person is gaining for 
him- or herself”. They consider reflection to be 
less about personal learning processes and more 
in terms of reflection on their concepts, quality 
criteria, project implementation, achievement of 
goals, interpersonal cooperation, or overall social 
goals. While this might include feedback on be-
haviour and volunteers’ work, this is not the main 
focus and comes in the shape of an occasional 
reflection on volunteers’ personal roles and 
achievements. 

Integration of volunteering in the course of 
studies 
One motivation for this project is to understand 
if experiential learning in the form of volunteer-
ing can play a role in the curriculum of PCS. To 
that end we asked students how they felt about 
this matter. Unsurprisingly, students articulated 
arguments for and against such an approach, 
with advantages and disadvantages being artic-
ulated during the focus group discussions. 

Some students suggested that volunteering 
and studies are in a reciprocal relationship and 
were hence in favour of integrating aspects of 
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their volunteer work into the curriculum. With re-
gard to integrating student experiences in semi-
nars a student participating in the Kent focus 
group suggested a motivational reason for doing 
so. 

“I think students are always gonna feel val-
ued if they’re being asked about their experi-
ence and what they do, and then they’re … 
going to be much more engaged … and … feel 
kind of okay I’m a grown up and they know 

and I can … contribute to what we’re doing” 
(Kent). 

This statement has some similarities with the 
findings reported above regarding practitioner-
learners and how having students with work ex-
perience in the classroom makes teaching 
events less of a one-way street.  

Students also thought it desirable to have an 
“outside influence” on teaching which may add 
to or even alter the academic curriculum. Rather 

Figure 12: Reasons for volunteering (more) (responses from students who volunteer). 



 

27 
 

than subscribing to a model where knowledge is 
only transferred from universities to (civil) soci-
eties, students as well as administrative repre-
sentatives of the University of Marburg sug-
gested that the university should take voluntary 
work experiences seriously and allow for such 
experiences to contribute to university learning. 
All stakeholders appreciated the applicability of 
knowledge acquired during the course of study 
to volunteer work and saw a potential for deep-
ening the learning by applying academic learning 
while doing volunteer work. At the same time, it 
was also suggested that the curriculum should 
be designed in such a way that it will allow stu-
dents to take away some insights relevant to 
their volunteering activities. 

Nevertheless, the idea of integrating volun-
teering into the university curriculum was at 
least partly dismissed by those focus group in-
terviewees who considered volunteering as sep-
arate or independent from their studies. These 
students perceived the institutionalisation of 
volunteering in the form of “demands” nega-
tively. Additionally, the integration was per-
ceived as negative if the university were to set 
this as a task. In particular, students underlined 
that voluntary work should not have to be done 
“half-heartedly like some university things”, as 
voluntary work fulfils the desire for a more active 
contribution besides “reading texts at home”. 
They argued that formal integration would rather 
contradict their intrinsic motivation and the no-
tion that volunteering is free time, something re-
laxing, compensation, fun, and an activity that 
they are passionate about. Some students went 
so far as to suggest that they consciously sepa-
rate their studies and their voluntary engage-
ment as they perceive their studies to be too the-
oretical, whereas in their voluntary work they 
counter this “flaw” by actively engaging with so-
cietal issues. They consider volunteering a per-
sonal learning arena where they unconsciously 
acquire many skills that are not taught in studies. 
This final point at least partially contradicts stu-
dents’ statements that skills development is not 
of interest when volunteering and is probably a 
better approximation of the motivation students 
have. It is not primarily the development of skills, 
but on reflection students recognise that skills 

are being developed that might be useful from an 
employment perspective. 

Awarding ECTS credits for voluntary work 
The logical next step after thinking about inte-
grating volunteering experiences into the curric-
ulum is to consider awarding credits for volun-
teer work. In this focus group, during qualitative 
interviews and in the INCOPS survey we asked 
students and other stakeholders about their 
views on this issue. Given the mixed responses 
to the integrating of volunteering in the curricu-
lum, it is not surprising that stakeholders held 
opposing views on awarding ECTS credits (Euro-
pean Credit Transfer and Accumulation System). 
Those arguing in favour of ECTS accreditation of 
voluntary work suggested that students often 
learn more from volunteering than from an in-
ternship and that ECTS recognition would bene-
fit volunteers in terms of their career. Volunteer-
ing activities, so the argument, often extend over 
a number of years and allow volunteers to take 
on leadership roles. Students argued that volun-
teering contributes more to their life and learning 
trajectory than internships or university study. 
As one student participating in the Kent focus 
group put it: 

“So, the voluntary work … taught me just as 
much or even more than the actual courses. 
Maybe not teaching more, but it’s like the de-
velopment I did as a person happened a lot 
during the voluntary work that I did more … 
than … sitting in seminars … I definitely 
learned … theoretical stuff. I learned what I 
was supposed to learn. But the voluntary 
work is very much what I think shapes you 
more as a person” (Kent). 

While students still insisted that voluntary work 
is not supposed to be a career network there is 
still a need for recognition of their engagement 
for their curriculum vitae and other contexts. As 
a student from the Kent focus group put it: 

“[T]here’s a lot of students who volunteer 
who put a lot of their time and effort into that, 
who deserve to kind of get the appreciation 
for it because they’re not going to be paid. So 
they have long days, you know, they do their 
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uni work still and then volunteer, which also 
always contributes to the campus life, 
doesn’t it?” (Kent). 

So, work and time invested in voluntary work 
should be recognised in a formal way from this 
perspective. This will also allow students to 
demonstrate what they have achieved. 

Stakeholders suggested that ECTS accredita-
tion would incentivise students to volunteer and 
allow them to make a time commitment. Volun-
teering comes with a significant time commit-
ment when there are already significant de-
mands on students’ time. According to civil soci-
ety stakeholders there are generally too few peo-
ple who get involved. Multiple stakeholders, in-
cluding students, argued that awarding ECTS 
credits for volunteering would reduce the time 
burden for students who want to undertake vol-
unteer work. Students who are not volunteering 
(yet) may be incentivised by ECTS credits to en-
gage in voluntary work. Those students who are 
already volunteering but face time pressures 
may find it easier to stay involved in their volun-
teering activities and not become overburdened. 
This is partially supported by survey responses 

with a mean (median) value of 6.71 (7) for the vol-
unteering subgroup (figure 12) and 6.25 (7) for 
the non-volunteering subgroup (figure 13) on a 
scale from 1 to 10 agreeing that the award of 
credits would allow them to volunteer more or 
start volunteering, respectively. However, while 
respondents in the non-volunteering subgroup 
mentioned the lack of time as the main reason 
(44%) for not volunteering ahead of not being 
able to secure a volunteering position (21%), 
credits not being awarded was only the fourth 
most important reason mentioned by respond-
ents in this subgroup (10%) (figure 14). We can-
not resolve this contradiction, but it is possible 
that respondents did not make the connection 
between the award of credits and time being 
freed up. Stakeholders also identified potential 
positive equality and inclusion effects. Less priv-
ileged students, who may face even greater time 
pressures, may be in a position to get involved if 
volunteering activities are awarded ECTS cred-
its. This is at least partly supported by the IN-
COPS survey. As we have seen earlier, only 36% 
of students describing themselves as having a 
disability reported that they had volunteered, 
while 54% of students describing themselves as 

 
Figure 13: What is likely to make students volunteer  

(responses of students who do not volunteer) 
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belonging to an ethnic minority had volunteered. 
By contrast, 62% of those who did not describe 
themselves as either disabled or belonging to an 
ethnic minority reported that they had volun-
teered.  

Students opposed to ECTS accreditation of 
volunteer work suggested that it is not desirable 
per se and that there is a myriad of administra-
tive problems that make accreditation undesira-
ble. Some participants were generally opposed 

to awarding credits for voluntary work as they re-
garded grading of voluntary involvement as inap-
propriate. They argued that formal integration 
would rather contradict their intrinsic motivation 
of volunteering. In line with their intrinsic moti-
vation students do not expect anything in return, 
not even ECTS credits. Moreover, they felt that 
studying at university and their commitment to 
voluntary work do not go together. Some stu-
dents pursue a conscious separation between 

Figure 14: Main reasons for not volunteering (responses of students who do not volunteer) 
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their studies and voluntary engagement as they 
perceive their studies to be too theoretical while 
searching for a more practical counterpart in 
their spare time outside university. This means, 
they actively avoid the integration of the practi-
cal experience into the curriculum. With regard 
to the practical implementation of the award of 
ECTS credits, a number of practical issues were 
raised. Will achieving credits be related to the 
number of hours spent volunteering? What kind 
of engagement is included in voluntary work? 
The administrative representatives stressed 
that specifically the last question will be difficult 
for universities to address since they will have to 
deal with individual volunteering activities rather 
than more standardised procedure related to in-
ternships. It was suggested that it might be more 
demanding to assess learning in this context. 
Stakeholders also emphasised that volunteering 
does not only take place in established institu-
tions but often also in non-hierarchical groups. In 
such a group there usually is no manager who 
has the authority to issue confirmation letters or 
compute how much time was spent volunteering 
or which activities a volunteer had undertaken.  

There was some doubt that incentivising stu-
dents to volunteer more will actually increase 
volunteering. Students pointed out that awarding 
ECTS credits is no guarantee for an increased 
time commitment or additional volunteers. Sim-
ilarly, civil society organisations suggested that 
the demand on the “market of voluntary work” 
cannot be met through ECTS accreditation. 
Moreover, it was argued that even though the 
time commitment is one of the most important 
factors in determining if students volunteer or 
not, this could also be addressed through a 
longer standard period of study rather than the 
award of ECTS credits. 

Some stakeholders were concerned that the 
award of ECTS credits would affect the motives 
of volunteers. Students and civil society organi-
sations were sceptical about the consequences 
an award of ECTS credits would have on volun-
teers’ motives for engaging in voluntary work. 
Such a change may precipitate a move away 
from more intrinsic motives for volunteering and 
lead to a situation where a “university logic”, i.e. 
institutionalisation through formal structures 

and processes of ECTS acquisition could be-
come dominant in the sphere of volunteering. 
One student taking part in the Kent focus group, 
while supportive of ECTS credits pointed out an 
example of the negative impact of such incen-
tives: 

“[Y]ou always have … people just doing it be-
cause they know they’re gonna get the cred-
its for it. We had that in like university politics 
with law students… in [her home country], If 
you volunteer, if you’re part of university pol-
itics, you get another try at your [qualifying 
examination] … so there were some people 
who … were there because of that and you 
could kind of tell. So that’s obviously some-
times a bit annoying” (Kent). 

Institutionalisation and the award of ECTS cred-
its, some feared, may have negative effects on 
their own motivation since many students expe-
rience self-efficacy doing voluntary work which 
they do not experience at university. In fact, stu-
dents argued that volunteering is deliberately 
chosen as an activity outside the university, as a 
“break” from studies, which are already very de-
manding. Thus, volunteering should stand on its 
own and should be based on supporting a cause 
and not serve any additional university related 
purpose. Stakeholders were concerned that vol-
untariness and other aspects of the self-image 
of volunteering will be lost if ECTS credits are 
awarded as this may be akin to the concept of 
wage labour. However, all stakeholders argued in 
favour of the idea that voluntary work already 
undertaken could be recognised, so that the im-
pact of ECTS credits is minimised when it comes 
to choosing to do voluntary work. While this is 
somewhat contradictory, there was also support 
for replacing internships with volunteering or at 
least considering them equivalent, thus to a de-
gree accepting a “university logic” as part of vol-
unteering.  

Students also expressed some concern that 
awarding ECTS credits for voluntary work may 
devalue their MA in the eyes of employers. MA 
degrees are already shorter than BA degrees and 
feature a significantly smaller number of credits 
for academic modules. Awarding a significant 
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proportion of these credits to recognise volun-
teering may, so the fear of students, lead to the 
omission of more academic content and may 
lead to the perception that the degree is less val-
uable than would otherwise be the case. This is 
at least partially about employers’ perceptions 
since students insisted that practical volunteer 
work allows students to learn, at times even 
more so than other university activities. 

Institutionalising the reflection process on 
volunteering and the theory practice nexus 
Reflection is an essential part of the experiential 
learning process (e.g. Kolb, 2014). With regard to 
internships university curricula institutionalise 
the reflection process, often in the form of an in-
ternship report and post-internship seminars 
that allow students to reflect on their learning. 
While students were critical of the introduction 
of an explicit reflection seminar, the focus group 
discussion at Marburg eventually arrived at a 
conclusion that is essentially a functional equiv-
alent to reflecting on their internship in a desig-
nated seminar. Students suggested that it would 
be desirable to engage in an exchange about 
their voluntary work within the context of their 
studies. This should include talking about skills, 
learning, the organisations students volunteer at, 
and the social and political issues these organi-
sations and the volunteers deal with. Students 
suggested that already existing tutorials would 
be a good place to have these conversations. We 
included this idea in the INCOPS survey. Again, 
the sample was split into two subgroups with one 
including those who had volunteering experience 
during their studies and the other including 
those who did not have any volunteering experi-
ence during their studies. We asked to what ex-
tent respondents agreed with the statement that 
they would increase the number of volunteering 
hours or start volunteering respectively if there 
was an opportunity to discuss their volunteering 
experiences in the classroom. On a 10-point 
scale where 1 means “completely disagree” and 
10 means “completely agree” the mean (median) 
scores were 5.69 (6) (figure 12) and 4.59 (5) (fig-
ure 13) respectively. For the sub-group with vol-
unteers the mean is almost exactly in the middle 
of the scale and for the non-volunteering sub-
group somewhat below, suggesting that support 

for institutionalisation is mixed at best. What is 
also noticeable is that strong views (i.e. values 1, 
10) on this issue were much more frequent for 
“completely disagree” than for “completely 
agree” which might have implications for at-
tempting to include volunteering experiences 
into modules. However, if the discussion of vol-
unteering experiences is to be institutionalised, 
then the focus group evidence suggests that stu-
dents prefer to reflect on their volunteering ex-
periences in the wider context of the modules 
they already participate in. This at least poten-
tially opens up the possibility of advancing the-
ory-practice reflections. 
Integrating voluntary work experiences into 
seminars may aid the reflection process espe-
cially in the light of theoretical content. Students 
suggested that introducing and discussing top-
ics relevant to civil society or organising project 
work in seminars may be a useful way to inte-
grate voluntary work experiences into their stud-
ies. This would also allow students to receive 
feedback on a content-level and to collectively 
reflect on their volunteering. More specifically, 
students proposed to link volunteering experi-
ences with theoretical research seminars that 
could be held in cooperation with organisations 
or groups that provide research opportunities for 
students. This suggests that a theory-practice 
connection could be made in this context. Stu-
dents also suggested that more of an attempt 
could be made to draw on students’ experiences 
by inquiring about their experiences and about 
which lecture or seminar topics students have 
engaged with in volunteering settings. It was felt 
that this would aid reflection about students’ ex-
periences.  

A number of other suggestions emerged, in-
cluding holding engagement and research work-
shops. So-called “engagement workshops” 
where students interact with providers of volun-
tary work placements could be an alternative 
type of engagement similar to the one described 
in the previous paragraph. Similarly, in the case 
of “research workshops” students would choose 
research projects and conduct research them-
selves and thereby also deepen engagement 
through developing their own research question 
or in the form of “commissioned research”. Es-
pecially the administrative representatives 
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thought that students’ commitment may be in-
creased through project work and self-deter-
mined work, as motivation and time invested in 
the project increase when students have more 
say in the selection, development and execution 
of their project. Other proposals specific to the 
Marburg context included allowing students who 
volunteer to omit study performance 
(Studienleistung, not graded) and only do the 
exam (Prüfungsleistung, graded) or the other 
way around. (Above we already discussed why 
this may be problematic). Students also sug-
gested developing a module of “Practical Experi-
ence” or “Political Commitment” to make volun-
teering and studies more compatible. This mod-
ule would presumably institutionalise the reflec-
tion process on volunteering, perhaps in a semi-
nar. 

Inclusion and mobility  

Inclusion is a cross-cutting theme throughout 
the focus groups on internships and volunteer-
ing. All stakeholders who participated in the Mar-
burg focus group perceived being able to engage 
in volunteering as a privilege. Participants mostly 
perceived socio-economic factors as relevant to 
the issue of inclusion. The prevailing opinion was 
that white, middle-class volunteers and students 
are overrepresented when it comes to volunteer-
ing. It was recognised that volunteering is time 
intensive, and that students’ socio-economic sit-
uation may determine how much time they can 
devote to volunteering. The issue of expenses for 
volunteering was also raised. Depending on stu-
dents’ socio-economic situation it may not be 
feasible to undertake volunteering unless an ex-
pense allowance, for example for mobility, is pro-
vided. Another issue identified is that students 
who are in receipt of student loans in Germany 
(German Federal Law on Training and Education 
Promotion, BAföG) have to complete a certain 
number of credits per term in order to remain el-
igible, thus making it more difficult to devote 
time to volunteering. Since BAföG receipts are a 
fairly good indicator of a student’s social eco-
nomic situation this point seems particularly 

pertinent from a socio-economic inclusion per-
spective. From an inclusion perspective this pro-
vides strong support for awarding credits for vol-
unteering activities. 
Another aspect of the mobility issue in the con-
text of volunteering is the spread of digital forms 
of participation due in part to Covid-19. Stake-
holders agreed that there are advantages to vir-
tual forms of participation. It was argued that 
digitalisation and virtualisation provide opportu-
nities to open up volunteering to a wider range of 
students since there are fewer physical barriers 
to participation. There are also likely to be fewer 
obstacles to participation such as family com-
mitments. It is easier to “just drop by” and in this 
way people who need to be heard can participate 
in a more flexible way. Participants also noted, 
however, that access to virtual participation is 
not universal and that an “exaggeration of digi-
tal” ways of participation should be avoided. 

Discussion and 
recommendations 

Pre-internship  

WBL in its various forms is generally considered 
a fruitful avenue for learning by stakeholders. 
WBL also benefits employability, although the 
perception of alumni is that internship experi-
ence and a degree are not sufficient to secure a 
job. However, in order for internships to be most 
useful to students’ learning they should last at 
least 3 months and allow students to engage in 
tasks that are appropriate for the study level. 
Some consortium members have procedures 
that are suitable to ensure such an outcome, oth-
ers do not and it is essentially up to the students 
to ensure that they find an internship that is 
commensurate with their skills and experience.  
The first challenge that students face is to find a 
suitable internship. Our focus groups and survey 
showed that this can be a difficult task for stu-
dents and even more difficult for male students 
and students who do not study in their home 
countries. The latter are attempting to find an in-
ternship in a country where they are less familiar 
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with internship providers, workplace expecta-
tions, and the local language while they are at the 
same time often unable to draw on their estab-
lished networks (abroad). They therefore often 
rely on internships in their home countries which 
may not be the desired outcome. This suggests 
that non-EU/non-UK students in particular are 
potentially disadvantaged in their WBL and 
might require help to fulfil their learning poten-
tial. It is difficult to think of procedures or policies 
that may allow international students to benefit 
from better access to internships without long 
term collaboration with internship providers. A 
similar argument could be made with regard to 
students who describe themselves as having a 
disability and who were much less likely to have 
done an internship.  

Not surprisingly, the prevalence of unpaid in-
ternships is an obstacle to undertaking WBL and 
affects, in particular, students without funding 
and students from lower socio-economic back-
grounds. The prevalence of unpaid internships is 
also much higher among non-EU/non-UK stu-
dents. While there is probably not much that uni-
versities can do about the prevalence of unpaid 
internships in general, efforts may be directed 
towards securing either funding for internships 
or work towards finding partners that offer paid 
internships. This is important especially from an 
inclusion perspective.  

Students showed little awareness of the in-
tended learning outcomes at the heart of WBL 
modules. The focus usually is on securing an in-
ternship rather than considering intended learn-
ing outcomes which in principle allow students 
to structure and understand their own learning 
better. This issue may be more pronounced in 
programmes that have no or few pre-departure 
briefings and activities. It may therefore be use-
ful to engage in pre-departure briefings and ac-
tivities that make students and ideally internship 
providers aware of the intended learning out-
comes.  

Making the link between theory and practice 
during the internship (as well as on reflection af-
terwards) is a key element of WBL and a key jus-
tification for including internships in PCS curric-
ula. This aspect seems to be a real challenge for 
students and has, as we saw, dissuaded some 
students from doing a curricular internship at 

Coimbra. Two courses of action offer themselves 
in this context. For one, it is important to ensure 
that the internship is as relevant as possible to 
PCS studies. Second, as the experience of Cov-
entry with practitioner-learners shows, design-
ing lectures in such a way that they allow stu-
dents to make the connection between theory 
and WBL experiences is also key. 

During the internship 

On the whole, stakeholders overwhelmingly re-
port that learning takes place during the intern-
ship and that interns acquire valuable skills and 
knowledge. While there is obviously some varia-
tion in both, internship providers hosting capac-
ities and students existing skills and ability to 
learn, stakeholders generally benefit from in-
ternships. It is also generally acknowledged that 
students are fast learners and students 
acknowledge that internships train skills that 
cannot easily be acquired at university. Nonethe-
less, there is still potential to improve the learn-
ing experience through more detailed agree-
ments between internship providers and univer-
sities. 

There seems to be a tension between a com-
prehensive learning process which benefits the 
degree and job prospects in the long run and be-
ing of use to the internship provider. We saw that 
internship providers suggested as much in the 
Cluj focus groups. Similarly, when we asked stu-
dents about self-directed learning and task se-
lection at Kent they reported that their focus is 
on doing what is best for the internship provider 
or to select tasks in line with their strongest 
skills, again in order to be most useful to the or-
ganisation. This is understandable since stu-
dents may sometimes have the expectation that 
they will secure a job with the same employer or 
at least secure a strong reference. It is, however, 
somewhat problematic from an educational per-
spective as WBL may consistently train domi-
nant skills. Pre-departure briefings and skill self-
assessment activities might at least make stu-
dents aware of their strengths and weaknesses 
and allow students to come up with a list of skills 
they would like to train during an internship. 
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Such reflection could also be included in proto-
cols or contracts between universities and in-
ternship providers.  

Post-internship reflection 

While there is some disagreement about the 
usefulness of internship reports, students on the 
whole agree that reflecting on the internship, 
which is usually required for the internship re-
port, is a useful exercise and aids the learning 
process. There is scant agreement on the other 
hand on how best to handle the post-internship 
reflection period and report writing. Support for 
institutionalised workshops to reflect individu-
ally and collectively on WBL is mixed, not just for 
the internship but also for volunteering activities. 
In the case of internships, support for institution-
alised reflection processes and forums seems to 
depend on individual preferences and work-
style. 

It is somewhat unfortunate that students do 
not generally seem to see the need for an insti-
tutionalised and collective reflection process. 
The undergraduate internship module at Kent 
used to offer 5 workshops reflecting on WBL and 
the theory-practice nexus. We consistently saw 
that students found it extremely useful to go 
through such a process collectively in an organ-
ised manner. Similarly, the focus groups under-
taken at Coventry highlight the very positive ef-
fects of collectively reflecting on work experi-
ence with groups of practitioner-learners. Key 
positive aspects include the developing “bond” 
between learners as a consequence of students 
with varying backgrounds sharing work-based 
experiences and analyses as well as the in-
creased participation rate in class. Additionally, 
teaching staff also feel enriched by this experi-
ence. 

The challenges of including work-experience in 
the classroom  

When teaching staff at Coventry reflected on the 
challenges related to teaching practitioner-
learners a number of issues were identified. 
First, students may perceive a disconnect be-
tween theory and practice which may lead to 
counter-productive attitudes. Lecturing staff did 

point out that at times, when presenting a con-
cept or theory, there would be an attitude from 
students which suggested “this is not how things 
work in the real world”. This would pose a chal-
lenge to lecturers as students who took this 
standpoint would effectively disengage from its 
utility in understanding the world. This concern 
could in principle also apply to internships. 
Another challenge relates to confidence of stu-
dents and emerging hierarchies among the par-
ticipants in teaching events. Lecturers noted 
that the extent to which students share their ex-
periences can be patchy or uneven. This was 
linked to the amount of experience that a learner 
would have in the professional environment, 
whereby the more experienced professionals 
would often be more confident in sharing reflec-
tions. Lecturers also noted that power differen-
tials existed which related to the type of profes-
sion which learners worked at. If for instance a 
learner is working in the international arena (i.e. 
UN) they may be more vocal than those who 
work in smaller local organisations or the volun-
tary sector. This “internal hierarchy” was noted 
by a lecturer who observed that some students 
naturally felt their voice should be more or less 
prominent. 

The focus groups with teaching staff at Coven-
try clearly highlight the benefits and challenges 
of a more practice-focussed student body that 
can draw on often very significant professional 
experience in the field of PCS. The potential ben-
efits are to be aspired to when considering the 
design of WBL elements of PCS degrees. The 
challenges, and in particular those related to hi-
erarchies may also occur in workshops and sem-
inars related to internships and other forms of 
WBL and guarding against these is a challenge 
for “traditional” degrees as much as for pro-
grammes focussing on practitioner-learners. Es-
sentially, these can only be addressed if the 
teaching staff are aware of these issues and de-
velop strategies and interventions to address 
them. These challenges are not all that different 
from managing “quiet” and “active” students in 
more typical university setting. 
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Volunteering 

Students volunteer for a number of reasons. Mo-
tivations are both intrinsic and instrumental as 
the focus groups, interviews, and survey on vol-
unteering have shown even though students 
tend to deny in focus groups instrumental moti-
vations for being a volunteer. Some of the key in-
trinsic motivations for volunteering are making a 
difference in society, complementing the purely 
theoretical work at university, and finding and 
connecting with like-minded people outside uni-
versity. More instrumental motivations include 
skills development and developing professional 
networks. 

In this project we are interested in understand-
ing if and how volunteering might be included in 
the PCS curricula. To this end we discussed the 
inclusion of volunteering in the course of study, 
the award of ECTS credits for volunteering, and 
the institutionalisation of the reflection process. 
Overall, there is no clear agreement among stu-
dents in the focus groups or qualitative inter-
views. The survey suggests that there may be 
support for ECTS credits but with regard to re-
flecting on volunteering in the classroom the re-
spondents are split. One of the most interesting 
result emerging from the focus groups is that 
there seems to be a desire by a part of the stu-
dent body to keep volunteering (almost) entirely 
separate from studying at the university. This is 
not just to do with the desire to protect the in-
trinsic nature of students’ motivation to volun-
teer but also with the separation of “spaces”. 
Volunteering is seen by part of the student body 
as an alternative space which is separate from 
their studies and life at university.  

With regard to awarding ECTS credits, there is 
a split between those who fear that this will af-
fect their own motivation, lead to administrative 
complications, and attract students who do not 
really care for the cause or the people and those 
who believe that their engagement and the sig-
nificant amount of time dedicated to volunteer-
ing should be recognised by the award of such 
credits. Stakeholders recognised that one strong 
argument for awarding credits is related to inclu-
sion. Among volunteers, so the impression, 
white, middle-class students are overrepre-

sented. Obstacles to volunteering may be eco-
nomic, or due to caring commitments and a 
number of other factors, all of which make it dif-
ficult to devote time to volunteering and bearing 
the (financial) opportunity costs of doing so. The 
INCOPS survey also showed that respondents 
who described themselves as having a disability 
were much less likely to have volunteered. From 
an inclusion perspective, then, there are strong 
arguments for awarding ECTS credits for volun-
teering activities. 

There is support for a version of an institution-
alised reflection process on volunteering. In the 
focus groups students mostly agreed that an ex-
change of experiences and a reflection on these 
experiences is to be welcome as long as it occurs 
within the context of existing seminars. Semi-
nars which address related topics (e.g. civil soci-
ety) would offer themselves for an exchange and 
reflection on volunteering activities. This sug-
gests that students are open to discussing their 
volunteer experiences. However, they want 
these discussions to be linked to substantive dis-
cussions and teaching events which in any case 
engage with civil society activism rather than 
teaching events that focus explicitly on the re-
flection of skills development and employability. 
This once more speaks to the mostly intrinsic 
motivation for volunteering. Since these insights 
are mostly based on results from the Marburg fo-
cus group we also fielded questions related to 
this issue as part of the INCOPs survey. The sur-
vey results show that students who already vol-
unteer are split on whether discussing experi-
ences in the class room will make them volun-
teer more and students who do not volunteer 
(yet) do not find much additional motivation in 
such a prospect. In any case, universities are 
probably well-advised to consider the evidence 
for intrinsic motivations and (some) students’ 
desire to keep volunteering at least partially sep-
arate from the “university logic”. 

Inclusion 

From an inclusion perspective, it is particularly 
students who described themselves as having a 
disability that we have to take into consideration. 
While the number of responses here are small 
and while we therefore have to be cautious about 
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drawing strong conclusions, the results do sug-
gest that these students undertake less intern-
ships and volunteering. We did not find clear 
trends as far as the relationship between dispos-
able income and undertaking internships or vol-
unteering is concerned.9 Without regression 
analysis, which may be impossible due to the 
small number of cases, we cannot tell if there re-
ally is a relationship. Non-EU/non-UK students 
should also be kept in mind as this group has 
much higher incidences of unpaid internships 
putting these students at a disadvantage. More-
over, about a third of these students revert to do-
ing internships in their home countries, partially 
as a consequence of the costs of doing an intern-
ship in the countries where they study and par-
tially as a consequence of not having the same 
information about internships in their host coun-
try as home students. Additionally, non-EU/non-
UK students are also less likely to have volun-
teered. Finally, there is a gender gap when it 
comes to undertaking internships with higher in-
cidences of male students who had not done an 
internship at all.  

Recommendations 

We consider WBL to be a central and useful 
component of PCS programmes. In our experi-
ence, and this has been confirmed by students 
and stakeholders, the transfer of WBL into uni-
versity learning and vice versa is very beneficial. 
This is true for the students, who gain important 
practical experience and increase their chances 
for attractive job offers, as well as for the intern-
ship providers and volunteer organisations, who 
can involve motivated students with profes-
sional backgrounds in their work. University 
teaching also benefits from students being able 
to contribute their practical experience to teach-
ing. In light of our data analysis, we make the fol-
lowing recommendations to make WBL even 
more effective for PCS programmes. 

First, PCS programmes should do more to de-
velop shared expectations among stakeholders. 
There seems to be a tension between students’ 
fully benefitting from an internship in terms of 
                                                           
9 As suggested earlier, a regression analysis may provide such insights at least in principle but given the small 
number of responses and the large number of confounders it is unlikely to yield significant results. 

WBL and the (perceived) demands or expecta-
tions of internship providers. Students may ex-
pect employment or good references as a result 
of an internship and mostly want to be seen to do 
what’s best for the internship provider rather 
than focussing on their learning. For example, we 
saw that students select tasks with the employ-
ers’ needs rather than their learning require-
ments in mind. Setting out clear agreed expecta-
tions among all stakeholders regarding the pur-
pose and goals of the internship may allow stu-
dents to focus on learning and allow internship 
providers to support this. Setting such expecta-
tions could be based on the learning outcomes 
and an analysis of potential skills students aim to 
develop. Since learning outcomes enshrine PCS 
programme expectations, awareness of learning 
outcomes among internship providers and stu-
dents are important to shape WBL and allow it to 
contribute to academic learning. Developing 
shared expectations among all stakeholders 
means that students do not face a trade-off be-
tween focussing on their learning and fulfilling 
the expectations of the internship provider, 
which is likely to lead to a more profound WBL 
experience. 

Second, a formal framework for accompanying 
the internship experience is important for allow-
ing students to achieve the full WBL potential. 
This framework should cover the pre-internship, 
during-internship, and post-internship phase. 
From setting common expectations to post-in-
ternship reflection, it might be useful to have 
structures in place that actively accompany the 
entire internship experience. The importance of 
shaping expectations at the outset and reflecting 
on skills that should be developed has already 
been addressed in the previous paragraph. There 
is, however, also a need to accompany students 
during the internship to ensure an optimal learn-
ing process which may benefit from exchange 
with university staff or fellow students. Online 
platforms may be of great use in this context. We 
will develop these points in IO3 and IO4. Finally, 
the post-internship reflection process, which is 
commonly institutionalised at universities, con-
stitutes part of the framework. As the evidence 
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shows, there is quite some disagreement among 
students with regard to how this is to be organ-
ised. However, there are good reasons to at least 
offer a forum for collective reflection. In IO4 we 
will develop a model of “service learning” which 
addresses the issue of an overall framework. 

Third, including WBL experiences in the class-
room seems a productive way of linking work-
based learning with academic learning. While in-
dividual reflection embedded in internship re-
ports will probably remain necessary, the experi-
ences from teaching practitioner-learners at 
Coventry suggest that a teaching strategy that 
allows students to draw on their own WBL expe-
riences has the potential to transform the class-
room. Moreover, students who volunteer also felt 
that this was the most appropriate way of linking 
the volunteering experience with academic 
learning. Ensuring that students may contribute 
their WBL experiences in the classroom aids 
with developing reflections on the theory-prac-
tice nexus, a key aspect of WBL. It also allows for 
more student engagement and enriches the 
learning process. Of course, fostering such posi-
tive effects requires lecturers to design at least 
parts of their module in such a way that it makes 
an explicit link between practice experienced 
through WBL and the theory and evidence 
taught in the module. 

Finally, there are very good reasons for devel-
oping long term relationships between intern-
ship providers and PCS programmes. The ability 
to secure an internship is an important skill from 
an employability perspective. However, having 
long-term relationships with internship provid-
ers that allow PCS programmes to place stu-
dents with the same provider over the years are 
preferable in our view. For one, our evidence 
shows that students with certain characteristics 
are disadvantaged when it comes to securing in-
ternships. Therefore, if universities secured 
placements with internship providers, then the 
situation would improve from an inclusion per-
spective.

 Second, long-term institutionalised relation-
ships between PCS programmes and internship 
providers will likely help with the implementation 
of the three points above. Developing shared ex-
pectations among stakeholders would be signif-
icantly simplified if universities were working 
with the same internship providers over time. 
Additionally, the transaction costs will be much 
lower for such a scenario. Developing long-term 
relationships with internship providers also al-
lows stakeholders to develop a stronger support 
structure for accompanying students through-
out their internships. This is the case since a 
longer time horizon provides internship provid-
ers and PCS programmes with an incentive to in-
stitutionalise the arrangement and develop a 
support structure. Moreover, such long-term re-
lationships are also likely to make it easier to in-
clude WBL in the classroom. Lecturers would be 
in a better position to anticipate the WBL “exper-
tise” of students in their classroom and hence 
may find it easier to prepare accordingly. Finally, 
a key advantage of developing long-term rela-
tionships between PCS programmes and intern-
ship providers is that a proper fit between the in-
ternship and PCS programmes’ learning out-
comes can be ensured, which again aids WBL. 
Since more than 50% of students in our sample 
have more than six months fulltime work experi-
ence, internships will for many students only add 
value to the degree that they provide learning 
that goes beyond generic skills. All these ad-
vantages to student learning taken together, 
PCS programmes should focus on developing 
such long-term relationships. Given the signifi-
cant costs of doing so, funding schemes fo-
cussed on such activities should be a priority for 
funders.  
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Appendix I 

Focus group/qualitative interview question guide 

Please collect some basic biographical information as well as information on the length of intern-
ships/volunteering, whether it was compulsory or not, whether it was assessed or not. Please also col-
lect relevant information about the providers of internships (number of interns, do they have specific 
collaborations with universities etc) as well as WBL provisions of your university. 
 

• Please note, not all questions can be fit into any one focus group. Please select questions appro-
priate in the context of your programmes and the priority areas of the project. 

• You may want to add additional questions in the light of our discussions in Marburg. Additional 
topics/issues we identified are listed in the relevant section. 

• Please report all additional questions as outlined on your focus group questionnaire (or as asked 
in the focus group) so we can add them to this question guide. 

Internship focus groups 

Participants  
• Students who undertook internships as well as students who did not undertake internships (if 

such students can be identified). 
• Teaching staff, programme managers, internship coordinators, employability officers ,etc. at 

universities. 
• Non-academic partners, alumni (including, where feasible, alumni who work for internship pro-

viders or with interns). 

Engagement questions 
• What are your thoughts on internships? Have you done/hosted/administered one? 

Exploration questions 
Open-ended questions 

• Pre-internship: What is involved in preparing for an internship and what are the challenges? (All 
stakeholders – can be made more precise for different stakeholders, i.e. how did students pre-
pare, what do programmes provide in terms of assistance and training, how do internship pro-
viders prepare for the arrival of an intern, e.g. prior communication, briefings, agreements on 
what is most conducive to WBL) 

• During internship: How are the tasks selected and how is work supervised? (All stakeholders – 
more specific questions can be added under this heading, e.g. how do students decide which 
tasks to engage with most, do programme directors etc. guide students on this matter, to what 
degree do internship providers set the boundaries for what intern engages with?) 

• Post-internship:  
o What shape does the reflection process take? (All stakeholders, but centrally students – 

more specific questions for stakeholders: @providers – any debriefing, reflection with 
intern, peers? @programme – how is reflection organised? With peers? How much of it 
is assessed? @students – how do you reflect on your WBL experience? What is most 
helpful for the reflection process? Any informal channels? Formal channels? Assess-
ment?  
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o How is the internship assessed and how does the assessment help with learning? What 
is the aim of the assessment (what are the learning outcomes covered by assessments). 
(If no credits are awarded for internships (no assessment): would you prefer the intern-
ship to be credited? How would this help with learning?) 

• What would aid in creating a better learning environment? Have you made us of online/virtual 
help or apps? Have these been useful?  

• Possible additional topics: 
o Specific additional questions about autonomous and self-directed learning. 
o Differences between BA and MA level internships, specifically in terms of learning out-

comes, content, skills. (Most relevant to partners who have UG and PG PCS degrees 
with internships). WBL inform theory or theory Work-based Learning? Is there a differ-
ence in this sense between UG and PG? 

o Does volunteering make a difference for doing internships later on in the academic ca-
reer? If so, how? 

o Long distance learning (COVENTRY): Technology/virtual space not relevant to WBL but 
to academic learning and to inclusion in academic learning. Include questions on the-
ory-practise nexus for students who come from practise. 

Follow-up questions 
• Get more detail on preparations/challenges as appropriate; details on integration of theory and 

practice during preparations; details on any discussion of specific skills development 
• Get more detail on selection and engagement with tasks if required.  
• Get details on how frequently students interact with provider supervisor and academic staff.  
• Get information on communication and coordination between academic and provider staff. 
• Ask if clarification is needed (tell me more, help me understand this …)  

Probing questions 
Probe how preparation has affected (aided/hindered) internship activities and learning during the in-
ternship. Probe how lack of support may have stopped students from engaging in WBL. 
 

• To what degree is selection of and engagement with tasks guided by learning outcomes, require-
ments of assessments, linking theory and practice? 

• To what degree are providers aware of learning outcomes and academic institutions aware of 
practical experience provided? Do these stakeholders discuss these matters? 

 
• @academic programmes – Is reflection a central element of internship learning outcomes and 

how central is the theory-practice element? Is reflection embedded in the internship setup in-
cluding the pre- and during- phases? Is guidance on reflection given from the start? 
 
@providers – is reflection on internship experiences part of the internship supervision arrange-
ment? To what degree is it linked or coordinated with academic learning outcomes? 
 
@students – were you aware about the reflective element from the outset? Was the process of 
reflection a continuous one? Did the formal process (seminars, assessment) help? How did dis-
cussing your experiences with peers aid the process? How could the process be improved to aid 
your reflection on your learning? 
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• @academic programmes – are assessments designed to aid reflection? Are assessments de-
signed to ensure that students engage with relevant tasks, reflect on WBL in all phases or some 
phases (pre, during, post)? Are assessments known to students in the pre-internship phase?  
 
@students – were you aware of the nature and details of the assessments? Did these guide your 
task selection, engagement or collection of evidence? Did assessments help you structure your 
reflection? Did your internship tasks fit the assessment/allow you to undertake the assess-
ment? 
 

• What specific actions could programme’s providers take? What would students have found use-
ful to create a better learning environment? Please prompt if necessary: Would more coordina-
tion aid a better learning environment? Would learning plans help? What should these entail? 

Exit questions  
• Is there anything else? 

Focus groups on volunteering 

Participants 
• “Active” students (who volunteer) 
• Teachers, programme managers, university representatives, employability officers if relevant 
• Non-academic partners (hosting volunteers), alumni (for example working for NGOs etc. who 

may have both perspectives) 

Engagement questions 
• What are your thoughts on volunteering? 

Exploration questions 
• What preparations are being undertaken prior to undertaking volunteer work (all stakeholders)? 
• Is volunteering accompanied in any way (guidelines, meetings with university staff, advisors)? 

(All stakeholders). 
• Did you reflect on your volunteering experience (students)? Did you reflect on your volunteering 

in the context of what you learned at university? (Students). Are there tools or processes to aid 
such reflection (students, providers, universities). 

• Have you made us of online/virtual help or apps? Have these been useful?  
• Did you have any opportunities to include your volunteering experience in class discussions or 

assignments? (Students) 
• Can credit be awarded for volunteering at your institution? If not, do you think that there should 

be an opportunity for credit to be awarded? (Students, university stakeholders) 

Follow-up questions 
• Obtain details on who undertakes these preparations if relevant. 
• Clarify if ad hoc or systematic if unclear 
• Clarify if reflection on theory-practice link was involved. 
• Which virtual spaces/apps? 
• Clarify if this is ad-hoc or systematic if unclear. 
• Ask for clarification if needed (tell me more, help me understand this….) 
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Probing questions 
• Probe if students set themselves goals or have any specific skills development in mind before 

they engage in volunteering. If yes, probe what these goals or skills are linked to, i.e. the learning 
outcomes of their programme of study, transferable skills linked to employability, etc. Probe if 
providers, universities, set goals or focus on specific skills development (if involved in prepara-
tions). 

• Probe if students monitor their own learning during volunteering or if stakeholders, universities 
do. If so, how do they monitor their learning? 

• 3./5. How could the learning process and reflection process be aided by class activities, the cur-
riculum, university support, provider support? (All stakeholders). Would a (online) toolkit for get-
ting the most out of volunteering help? Would specific modules (assessed)/workshops (not as-
sessed) help to systematically reflect on the volunteering experiences? 

• Do virtual spaces/apps provide assistance, orientation or content that you cannot get else-
where? Or is it just more convenient? 

• 6. Would you volunteer more if you could get credits for such activities? 

Exit questions  
• Is there anything else? 

Question Guide Inclusion 

Engagement question 
• If you have volunteered or undertaken an internship, what did you find most challenging? If you 

have not done an internship, what stopped you from doing one? 

Exploration questions 
• Many internships and volunteering opportunities require mobility, i.e. they have to be under-

taken away from your usual study environment, sometimes even abroad. Have you experienced 
any difficulties with regard to mobility (e.g. did you not apply for or take up certain internships 
for this reason)? (Students). Have your students experienced such difficulties? (Universities, 
providers). 

• If you haven’t done an internship/volunteered, was that due to the challenges posed by mobility? 
(Students). Did students not do internships due to mobility challenges? (Universities, providers)? 

• (NOTE: mobility can be related to among others: disability, child or family care commitments, 
visa restrictions, or financial restrictions (especially where internships have to be undertaken 
abroad)). 

• If mobility issues affected your choice of internship, what characterised the internships/volun-
teering you undertook? How did the internship allow you to solve the mobility challenge? (Stu-
dents, other stakeholders). 

• How might an internship look like that does not pose any mobility challenges (from your per-
spective)? What role might digital/virtual elements play? (All stakeholders)  

• Virtual internships are not quite the same as joining the workplace in person. What skills may be 
missed out on? What skills may be gained that an intern would not gain when in the workplace? 
(All stakeholders) 

• How can we address any skills deficit that may emerge as a consequence of virtual internships? 

Follow-up questions 
• Ensure we have a good understanding of the precise mobility factors that affected internships. 
• Ensure we have a good understanding of the precise features of internships.  
• Get as wide a range of responses and as much detail from respondents as possible. 
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• Clarify response if necessary. 
• Ditto 

Probing questions 
• Probe mobility issues if answers do not purely focus on mobility issues. 
• We are looking for creative solutions here, so a cue in that direction may be useful. Please probe 

details of suggested solutions. Probe digital/virtual angle if not elaborated on. 
• Probe regarding work place skills and tacit knowledge that interns acquire in the work place 

(tacit knowledge in this context refers to skills and knowledge that cannot really be taught in 
readings, seminars etc.) 

• We are looking for creative solutions here. So, probe to get the most out of respondents with 
regard to this. 

Exit question 
• Is there anything else? 
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Appendix II – Reports 

Babes-Bolyai University (Cluj), 11.02.2022 

Framework and information 
Within the INCOPS project, the objective of O2 is 
to deeply understand the framework of organiza-
tion of WBL and internship activities in each of 
the study programmes included in the project. 
But understanding the way the different partner 
universities in this project organize their activi-
ties also implies discussing with the stakehold-
ers involved in this process and collecting their 
views and their claims within a dynamic interac-
tive discussion. This took the shape of a series of 
focus groups (FG) organized by the partner uni-
versities.  

The present report is based on two focus 
groups organised between February the 11th and 
13th 2022, involving teaching staff, students and 
stakeholders, and we have involved 13, respec-
tively 15 participants. The focus groups were 
held remotely, and allowed a very active interac-
tion between all participants. Methodologically, 
the focus group included international and Ro-
manian MA students from the Faculty of Euro-
pean Studies (Babes-Bolyai University) at Cluj, 
as well as teaching staff and external stakehold-
ers from all over the country. This allowed for a 
more diverse sharing of experiences and a richer 
exchange. We followed the set of questions fol-
lowing the guidelines provided by Kent. It should 
be noted that many of the issues listed in the 
alignment were suggested by the participants 
themselves throughout the discussion, allowing 
for a clearer identification of what constitutes a 
matter of concern or benefits arising from WBL.  

One of these FGs was organized with the stu-
dents of the MA programme called Comparative 
European Political Studies. It is an international 
programme organized at Cluj, in French, since 
2001, in partnership with several partners: the 
Paris-Est Creteil University (France) and the Uni-
versity of Lille (France), the University of Luxem-
bourg, the University of Szeged (Hungary) and 
the University Cheikh Anta Diop in Dakar (Sene-
gal). This MA programme has been included in an 

Erasmus Mundus project named MITRA (Trans-
national Migrations) financed by the European 
Union since 2011.  

The FG was organized Friday February 11, 2022, 
in an online format, because of the pandemic 
conditions. The length of the FG was of 118 
minutes. The participants from each category of 
stakeholders were selected mainly based on 
their prior or present involvement in WBL-like 
and internship activities and naturally also based 
on their availability. Thus, the FG included a total 
of 13 participants: 
 
• 8 students, of whom 4 Romanian, 2 French, 2 

Guinean (5 women, 3 men) 
• 5 employers: one officer of the Romanian 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs (based in Bucha-
rest), one officer of the Permanent Repre-
sentation of European Commission in Roma-
nia (based in Bucharest), one adjunct direc-
tor of the French University Agency (Central 
and Eastern Europe Office, based in Bucha-
rest), one officer of the French Institute in 
Romania (based in Cluj), one coordinator 
within the Centre for Peace PATRIR and 
NGO/Think Tank (based in Cluj). 

Results, interpretation and conclusion 
Several relevant conclusions resulted out of the 
FG discussions. For the purposes of this syn-
thetic report, we will take them one by one. To 
start with, several representatives of the em-
ployers indicated that, as far as students who are 
included in internship programmes are con-
cerned, the difference between internships and 
more permanent jobs seems to be almost inex-
istent. To put it in the words of a respondent, 
“Students join us for internships with the clear 
purpose to stay as our employees […]. Conse-
quently, from Day 1 of their internship, they are 
doing their best to show themselves useful and 
available”. This attitude has, according to both 
students and employers, positive but also nega-
tive consequences. On the positive side, stu-
dents are contributing to the development of the 
organization’s activities and perform in a short 
period of time a variety of tasks. In this way, they 
get used with intensive work, sometimes under 
stress. But, at the same time, in their attempt to 
prove they are indispensable, they skip some of 
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their progressive training steps and go directly to 
the most finite stages of programmes and pro-
jects, in an effort to show their capacity to pro-
vide successful results. This means that some 
parts of the training are not completed because 
of the students’ preoccupation to be perma-
nently hired by the employer.  

Then, several students have pointed out the 
employers’ variety of levels of readiness and pre-
paredness to integrate interns. This observation 
was more valid in the case of students who had 
multiple internship experiences, as they were 
able to duly compare employers’ skills and atti-
tudes. But even one-time former interns noticed 
that there were varieties even within the same 
organization with respect to the capacity of man-
aging internship activities and to the compe-
tences and skills of the responsible personnel. 
One of the students described his experience in 
the following words:  

“In the time I was in that particular organiza-
tion [not having a representative in the FG], I 
changed to departments. In the first, I was al-
most ignored and I performed sub-secretar-
ial tasks, such as xeroxing documents. In the 
second, I learnt a lot, as they asked me to 
document myself a conflict situation and to 
help them simulate a negotiation.” 

These differences are also naturally related to 
the hosting capacity of the organization and to 
the concrete context in which it finds itself at the 
moment the intern starts his/her programme. A 
state institution’s officer admitted that  

“Especially with the pandemics, we lost per-
sonnel. So, when you finally get your hand 
upon an intern after the fastidious process of 
receiving all the necessary clearances, you 
put him/her at work on the burning matters 
of the moment and for the tasks you are in 
need of.” 

This situation naturally engenders difficulties 
and misunderstandings between the intern, the 
employer and, sometimes, the sending univer-
sity. But it might have nevertheless some para-
doxical positive consequences, in that it could 

build a more natural environment for the devel-
opment of the intern’s future carrier. In other 
words, as said by an employer and confirmed by 
two students during the focus groups,  

“students have to get used to the reality of 
what a working environment means, where 
sometimes the employees perform lots of 
different tasks instead of the idealized view 
of hyper-stable and mega-specialized insti-
tutions.” 

Thirdly, the FG discussions revealed the differ-
ent expectations students and employers may 
have about the internships’ objectives. As stated 
before, numerous students perceive the intern-
ship programme as a first step within the re-
spective organization and tend to inflate their ac-
tivities in order to look serious and trusty. At the 
same time, employers are generally using the in-
terns as temporary (low-profile and non-remu-
nerated) personnel without any prospect to offer 
them permanent positions or even shorter-term 
contracts. 

Both sides put nevertheless a common em-
phasis on the formation of the interns during 
their stay in the organization. Several employers 
underlined the “real-life” experience that the in-
terns benefit of and the opportunity to be in-
structed via trainings, workshops and team-
building exercises. At their turn, three students 
explained that they were able to “complete their 
knowledge and skills” provided by the academic 
curricula and to acquire “a much better idea 
about the tasks a practitioner in conflict man-
agement has to perform”. 

However, students’ and employers’ expecta-
tions diverge with regard to the responsibility of 
the employer in this internship management 
process. The interns believe that “the employ-
ers” responsibility is the same as the one of the 
university, as we are formatted [sic] by both.” 
The students stressed the importance of the in-
ternship’s consequences on their future path. As 
one of them put it, “they [the employing organi-
zation] need to be careful of what they teach us, 
as we will do the same when being employed 
elsewhere”. On the other hand, WBL and more 
generally internship activities are perceived by 
the employers as punctual interventions, among 



 

46 
 

many others, in the students’ professionalization 
process. Consequently, there is no responsibility 
for the organizations for what the students will 
do after having completed the internship. As one 
of them put it:  

“We’re just showing them what we do and 
how we do what we do. Different students re-
main with various elements of what they ex-
perienced, these fundamentally vary in func-
tion of their capacity of absorption and pro-
cessing. How could guarantee that they got 
them right and that will use them in accord-
ance to our instructions and practices?” 

The second FGs was organized with the students 
of the MA programme called International Rela-
tions, Foreign Policy and Conflict Management. 
It is an international programme organized at 
Cluj in English since 2016, in partnership with 
one international partner, Essex University.  
The FG was organized Friday February 13, 2022, 
in an online format, because of the pandemic 
conditions. The length of the FG was of 120 
minutes. The participants from each category of 
stakeholders were selected mainly based on 
their prior or present involvement in WBL-like 
and internship activities and naturally also based 
on their availability. Thus, the FG included a total 
of 15 participants: 
 
• 10 students, (5 women, 5 men) 
• 5 employers: one representative of the Mu-

nicipality of Cluj-Napoca (Romania), one ca-
reer counselled from Babes-Bolyai Univer-
sity, a representative of a SMS training com-
pany (Hum Consulting), the HR director of 
NTT Data (IT company), and the president of 
a Cluj-Napoca based think tank (Initiativa 
pentru Romania). 

 
The first phase was focused on the selection 
processes of interns, thus the discussion about 
selection criteria, skills that are favoured in the 
process and duration of internships had been ad-
dressed. Selection processes usually include on 
one side, the needs of the receiving organisation, 
and on the other side the interview, which proofs 
soft skills of the student. The application process 
assesses the CV and usually consists also of an 

interview. Curriculum vitae assessment looks at 
scientific performance, but also extra-curricular 
activities developed. We have noticed a clash be-
tween two diametrical opposed positions. 

“The companies where I’ve sent my CV are 
not replying and as such I have to adopt and 
accept internship offers from organisation I 
am not extremely interested in.” 

The perspective of the company is different:  

“Students don’t put enough effort to elabo-
rate their CVs. The documents are poorly 
prepared and superficial. It is important to 
prepare them during their studies that a CV 
is the imagine of a future employee and it is 
required to be very accurate.” 

The interview allows one to better grasp the mo-
tives for applying, oral skills, communication 
competencies, among others. Regarding the du-
ration of internships, the Romanian mandatory 
length of the internship is minimum 3 weeks, but 
students and companies prefer 1 or 1.5 month. 
The general perception among stakeholders is 
that the ideal lengths should be 3 months, ren-
dering it difficult to accompany tasks and to pro-
mote skills development. However, the idea was 
shared that it is still important to allow shorter 
duration internships, or even less, since it is al-
ways an experience in a non-academic environ-
ment, and thus it will always contribute to the 
learning process. Therefore, duration should de-
pend on the context and objectives that are set 
beforehand as well as the expected outcomes. 
As the FG interviewed MA students, we found 
out that Master students have used more oppor-
tunities than BA students, though the options are 
still limited.  

Skills identified as usually missing when stu-
dents apply for a first internship relate to com-
munication skills, soft skills, how to deal with 
specific software, databases and text analysis, 
knowledge about national legislation.  

The external stakeholders participating in the 
focus group agreed on the importance of facili-
tating the opportunity for students to take in-
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ternships during the study, but were divided re-
garding the role those internships should have in 
the students’ training.  

“As an academic and think tanker, I would 
suggest for our students to take the intern-
ship especially during their MA. Before they 
are not prepared for a real impact and will 
not be hired. We see this scenario for years.” 
 
“The main difficulty is the fact that I see a 
gap between that training at workplace and 
academic skills. Students are fast learners, 
and many of the competencies they acquire 
it happens at the workplace.” 

During the programme, a working plan is defined 
through detailing tasks and goals. The definition 
of learning outcomes happens at this stage in a 
formal way, although internships were defined 
by stakeholders as a “process”. Nevertheless, in-
ternship plans are usually not very detailed, apart 
from the protocol between institutions and the 
exercise of task definition that may not be fully 
formalised. The grading (pass/failed system) is 
not crucial neither for receiving organisation, nor 
for the intern. It is considered more a formal act. 

Conclusions 
This FGs highlighted the important progresses 
made in the process of increasing students’ pro-
fessionalization through internships. WBL is now 
a component of the students’ curricula and cre-
ates a sizable difference in their capacity to un-
derstand the nature of the requirements of their 
future jobs. The FG reveals that students believe 
they are better prepared both in terms of skills 
and in terms of information thanks to the intern-
ship programmes.  

At the same, the research reveals the complex-
ity of the relation between the students and the 
organizations which host them as interns. Per-
ceptions with regard to the nature of internships, 
on their objectives and on their outcomes remain 
significantly different. This results sometimes 
into misunderstandings and deceptions on both 
sides.  

During our FG, we did not directly address in-
clusion issues. As international non-European 
students faced occasionally discrimination, the 

motives given by receiving institutions were lin-
guistic skills, not race or gender issues. It is hard 
to find the real reasons behind the particular 
contexts.  

Finally, for all these reasons, universities need 
to approach students’ placements in a more re-
sponsible and assertive way. They need to more 
closely follow the manner in which students are 
instructed and trained by the employer and to 
weigh the amount and the nature of the real 
tasks that the interns perform within the organi-
zation, beyond the initially general stated lists of 
activities. They also need to invent more adapted 
ways for integrating WBL and internship in the 
academic curricula. 

University of Coimbra, 09.11.2021 

Introductory remarks 
This report is based on the focus groups organ-
ised at the University of Coimbra, on November 
9, 2021, involving teaching staff, students and 
stakeholders. There were three different ses-
sions, in order to discuss with these different au-
diences their approaches/understandings/per-
spectives regarding needs and experiences on 
WBL. Despite the focus of this Intellectual Out-
puts on stakeholders, the Coimbra team under-
stood that gathering these different perspec-
tives would be useful to better grasp needs and 
experiences regarding WBL in a more multi-level 
perspective. Since internships are the most rel-
evant WBL approach at the University of Coim-
bra, these have been the only theme discussed 
in all focus groups. Each focus group involved 
around 12 to 15 participants, was held remotely, 
and allowed a very active interaction between all 
participants. It should be highlighted that the fo-
cus group with students included only Coimbra 
students, but the other two focus groups, involv-
ing teaching staff and stakeholders included 
participants from all over the country. This al-
lowed for a more diverse sharing of experiences 
and a richer exchange. The Coimbra team formu-
lated a set of questions following the guidelines 
provided by Kent, which set the direction of the 
discussion. It should be noted that many of the 
issues listed in the alignment were suggested by 
the participants themselves throughout the dis-
cussion, allowing for a clearer identification of 
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what constitutes a matter of concern or benefits 
arising from WBL. Just a final remark to note that 
some interviews are still to be conducted and 
planned to take place in January aimed at clari-
fying and getting some additional information on 
some of the issues discussed. 

Regarding Coimbra, and in the specific area of 
PCS, WBL is to a great extent centred on non-
compulsory internships. Students may undergo 
a curricular internship or a non-curricular one. 
Volunteer work is not considered for this effect, 
although there are some initiatives at Coimbra 
and partner institutions where students may do 
their volunteer activities, but this is still very ad-
hoc and not integrated into students’ training. In 
this context, Master students can choose to ei-
ther develop a research-oriented dissertation or 
do that in the context of an internship. In case 
they chose the latter, this will take the form of a 
curricular internship, where they register in a 
seminar called “Internship” which is assessed 
with the public defence of the Master’s disserta-
tion (in this case called “Internship Report”). 
There are specific administrative rules to be fol-
lowed, according to an Internships Ruling, where 
the application process is clarified. In this area of 
studies, as well as in other areas, although there 
is a list of entities where students can do their 
internship, both within Portugal and abroad, it is 
the student who is responsible for finding a host-
ing institution, which then has to be validated by 
the Master’s Coordination, in order to assure ad-
equacy and recognition. Moreover, at this stage, 
supervision at the host institution is also verified, 
as this is considered a relevant element for vali-
dating the internship. An academic supervisor 
from the Master programme is also nominated to 
accompany the student’s progress. According to 
the Internships Ruling, for the internship to be el-
igible it must have a duration of 4 consecutive 
months, with a total of 616 hours (full time, 22 
days per month x 5 days per week x 4 months) 
(art.6). These basic principles for the functioning 
of Internships in this area of study follow the In-
ternships Ruling in the Area of International Re-
lations, “Regulamento dos Estágios Curriculares 
no Âmbito do Mestrado em Relações Internac-
ionais”.  

If students opt for doing a non-curricular in-
ternship, these are usually framed in the “Sum-
mer Internships” Ruling, both at the national and 
international level, with a variable duration and 
might be conducted any time throughout the 
year. Usually these take place during the Sum-
mer period mostly due to time constraints during 
the academic year. In this case, this is a WBL op-
portunity that complements the students’ train-
ing but that is not directly linked to the award of 
the Master’s Degree. This WBL experience is in-
cluded in the Supplement to the Diploma. 

A last remark should be made to the fact that 
there are no significant differences between in-
ternships at BA and MA levels. This is an issue 
that is currently being discussed, as we under-
stand the excellency requirements need to be 
adjusted and differentiated. This is related both 
to the type of activities and responsibility of the 
students’ during the internship, but also to skills’ 
development and potential for future integration 
in the job market. This is an issue we believe this 
project might help to clarify and eventually we 
will get new insights on how to proceed. For the 
moment, internships are available to students in 
both study cycles, but always non-compulsory. 
At BA level, students might do a non-curricular 
internship which follows the same procedures of 
those at MA level, and will be recognised also in 
their Supplement to the Diploma. Most relevant 
in this regard is the fact that the criteria for se-
lecting host institutions are the same, mainly ad-
equacy of the scientific area, with no clear spec-
ification regarding the study cycle.  

In other Portuguese Universities with training 
in the area of PCS, WBL is mostly non-compul-
sory, following the specific rulings each univer-
sity defines to frame these experiences. Overall, 
internships are a path students choose in their 
training, to fulfil two main goals, as became clear 
from the focus groups and literature review: the 
linkage between theory and practice, and the ex-
perience to facilitate their integration in the job 
market. The former is part of an old concern 
among students that their training is quite theo-
retical and that complementing it with concrete 
work-based experiences would assist in comple-
menting their training while providing space for 
skills-development; the latter has to do with the 
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competencies related to having a WBL experi-
ence, which might be recognised by potential fu-
ture employers. These two goals will be further 
discussed in this report, as the opinions among 
stakeholders diverge. 
The following sections include the main results 
from the focus groups’ discussions, organised 
around the pre-internship experience, the in-
ternship experience itself, and the period after 
the internship, reflecting mainly about proce-
dures, motivations and expectations, curriculum 
integration and the theory/practice question, 
skills development, inclusion issues, and the 
pandemic and the use of digital means/develop-
ment of digital competencies. The main guiding 
questions we followed can be found in Annex 1 
and were based on the University of Kent docu-
ment (Annex 2). 

Pre-internship experience 
The section on pre-internship experience fo-
cuses on the period when students need to be 
prepared to be proactive learners, thus the moti-
vations and expectations associated with this 
WBL experience are most relevant. Moreover, it 
is in this phase that the selection processes take 
place, thus the discussion about selection crite-
ria, skills that are favoured in the process and du-
ration of internships are here addressed.  

Selection processes usually include curricular 
assessment and an interview, requiring soft 
skills from the student. The application process 
assesses the curriculum vitae and usually con-
sists also of an interview. Curriculum vitae as-
sessment looks at scientific performance, but 
also extra-curricular activities developed, from 
participation in a research team, to involvement 
with students’ or other associations or an Eras-
mus+ experience, for example. The interview al-
lows one to better grasp the motives for applying, 
oral skills, communication competencies, among 
others. Internships involving payment of a salary 
usually have a more formal and demanding se-
lection process – but following the same criteria 
(CV assessment and an interview) – and are usu-
ally longer, lasting at least 12 months. Regarding 
the duration of internships, general perception 
among stakeholders is that less than 3 months is 
too short a period, rendering it difficult to accom-
pany tasks and to promote skills development. 

However, the idea was shared that it is still im-
portant to allow shorter duration internships, 
such as one-month summer internships, or even 
less, since it is always an experience in a non-ac-
ademic environment, and thus it will always con-
tribute to the learning process. Therefore, dura-
tion should depend on the context and objectives 
that are set beforehand as well as the expected 
outcomes. For students, it depends to a great ex-
tent on the motivation as they might opt for do-
ing a curricular internship, assessed as their 
Master’s dissertation, or to go for non-curricular 
internships with variable duration, depending on 
resources and time management. The fact that 
in Portugal most internships are not paid has 
been mentioned as an important factor in the 
formats chosen. In fact, many students do not 
consider this option given the financial con-
straints involved. Interestingly, one of the op-
tions particularly at Master level has been to ap-
ply for an international internship and use Eras-
mus funds to support the experience. Some of 
our Master students have used this opportunity, 
though it has still been limited.  

Skills identified as usually missing when stu-
dents apply for a first internship relate to soft 
skills, how to deal with excel, software like SPSS, 
databases and text analysis, knowledge about 
national legislation on the public sector (when 
relevant). Skills students usually bring to the in-
ternship and that reveal purposeful, according to 
the focus groups discussion, pertain to the man-
agement of social networks, capacity of adapta-
tion, critical analysis competencies, theoretical 
knowledge, capacity to learn. This directly re-
lates to the interaction theory/practice and the 
training provided during their studies. Critical 
analysis skills as well as capacity and flexibility 
to adjust are well assessed at the pre-internship 
stage, and confirmed as relevant during the in-
ternship, when usually these are still further con-
solidated.  

From the focus group, one of the suggestions 
that came up was that Universities should reflect 
more about the purpose of the training expected 
in a certain scientific area, and bring other more 
practical areas closer. When it comes to the spe-
cific areas of peace, security and conflict stud-
ies, further connecting to areas such as literature 
and arts, or journalism, etc., these were referred 
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to as opening up new possibilities when devising 
training in non-academic settings. This might 
open up the potential range of hosting institu-
tions for WBL. 
The teaching staff participating in the focus 
group agreed on the importance of facilitating 
the opportunity for students to take internships 
while still studying, but were divided regarding 
the role those internships should have in the stu-
dents’ training. Some highlighted the importance 
for skills development and job market inclusion 
and on how students returned to classes with 
first-hand experience and more mature. Others 
referred to the added work brought with super-
vising the curricular internships and how most of 
these are too basic to really provide a fruitful ar-
ticulation between theory and practice. How-
ever, they all ended up agreeing that the issue 
was mostly on the need to clarify the purpose of 
the internship in students’ training and then 
identify hosting institutions for better defining 
relevant and adequate internship plans. Stu-
dents also verbalised this tension between the 
importance of internships for skills development 
and labour market integration and the actual dy-
namics of most internships that end up being too 
limited in terms of their responsibilities. Particu-
lar importance was given to the idea that the 
links and articulations between internship and 
labour integration should be clearer and more re-
inforced. 

A note on inclusion, which was discussed fol-
lowing an encompassing conceptualisation 
(gender, socio-economic disadvantaged, disa-
bled, etc): hosting entities shared that they often 
receive requests to integrate interns with vari-
ous disabilities and from very different social, 
ethnic backgrounds. None of the institutions had 
special rulings or procedures to promote or facil-
itate inclusion. However, these requests are 
viewed as common and most institutions are 
open and willing to accommodate these intern-
ships, treating all candidates at the same level in 
their selection process. In some, this is a legal re-
quirement also. There are even examples of 
long-term inclusion with some of these interns 
being recruited after the internship. Regarding 
other forms of inclusion, the overall views ex-
pressed were that there are no discriminatory 

practices, with equal opportunities to all candi-
dates, selected on the basis of their merit. 
Teaching staff stated that inclusion rules and 
practices are in effect, but that in the case of dis-
abled students, they are already a residual num-
ber and most of the times they do not apply. 
There is, however, nothing preventing their ap-
plication or selection. There were no disabled 
students participating in the focus groups, alt-
hough there was a gender, nationality and socio-
economic diversity. 

During-internship experience 
This section focuses on the experiences during 
the internship, where, in the case of curricular in-
ternships, it needs to be ensured that students 
are guided and encouraged to engage fully in 
work tasks related to learning outcomes. This 
means it is at this stage that the objectives de-
fined should be coherently in line with the tasks 
to be developed, skills to be acquired/consoli-
dated and the overall learning outcomes, under-
stood in an encompassing way (more formal 
learning outcomes, but also more personal ones). 
To formalise the internship, a supervisor is iden-
tified at the host institution, as well as an aca-
demic supervisor at the faculty, and usually a 
protocol between the Faculty/university and the 
host institution is signed. This assures a working 
plan is defined, detailing tasks and goals. The 
definition of learning outcomes happens at this 
stage in a formal way, although internships were 
defined by stakeholders as a “process” where 
learning is also continuously being adjusted. 
Nevertheless, internship plans are usually not 
very detailed, apart from the protocol between 
institutions and the exercise of task definition 
that may not be fully formalised (it depends on 
the host institution). The role of both the super-
visor and the student in terms of their proactivity 
was described as fundamental in the process, 
thus the success of the overall experience has a 
strong human component. Also, it was under-
lined by stakeholders that usually the integration 
of interns in the team work usually occurs 
smoothly. 

It was generally agreed that skills development 
during the internship is a very relevant area that 
fosters learning outcomes. Writing and oral 
skills, synthesis and focused writing, protocol, 



 

51 
 

networking, organisation of events, writing 
emails and letters, making contacts with external 
entities, communication skills, team work, expe-
rience that in many cases is relevant for job 
search, were all mentioned by stakeholders as 
clearly fundamental and visible in terms of their 
development and consolidation during the in-
ternship.  

In the context of the focus group with stake-
holders it was highlighted, however, that training 
opportunities are not always valued in the selec-
tion processes for the job market, because many 
of these are short-term and not considered rele-
vant or consistent enough in terms of the train-
ing potential. This is interesting to the extent that 
it stands in contradiction with the view also ex-
pressed and mentioned that even short-term in-
ternships always provide room for growing, in-
teraction, and further knowledge. The perception 
among students and colleagues is that of an al-
ways valuable experience, whereas among 
stakeholders this might not be so positively re-
flected in a selection process for a certain job po-
sition. In fact, students stated that even when in-
ternships are too limited in terms of their re-
sponsibilities, they enable students to try out 
certain types of positions, to get acquainted with 
different labour sectors, to get an idea of what 
certain jobs imply and inform their future labour 
market choices. Other students mentioned that, 
most of the times they were not able to articulate 
their internship experience with the theoretical 
knowledge they acquired at the university, alt-
hough they valued the experience, but felt these 
were two independent training activities. 

Finally, and of particular relevance for as-
sessing the internship period, the delivery of a 
report at the end of the internship, which in the 
case of curricular internships is subject to an 
evaluation process, was highlighted and referred 
to as important. Usually the supervisor at the 
host institution and the supervisor at the aca-
demic level are members of the Master’s disser-
tation evaluation committee, together with an 
external member that assesses the work, in or-
der to assure independence. This report and its 
discussion, when applicable, allows assessing 
learning outcomes, and how these were driven 
by the tasks developed, as well as discussing the 

articulation between theory and practice. How-
ever, still, in several cases, this exercise is lim-
ited. Several students also shared that many de-
cide to take a curricular internship at the Master 
level, but then realise that linking their experi-
ence with the theoretical framework learned is 
too challenging and end up changing the intern-
ship into a non-curricular one and writing a re-
search-oriented dissertation, even if inspired by 
their internship experience. This leads to the 
need for a deeper reflection on the level and 
framework for insertion of internships in Mas-
ter’s programmes who tend to have a deeper 
theoretical component.  

Post-internship experience 
This section focuses on the post-internship ex-
perience, in which students should be provided 
with the opportunity to share their experiences 
and to systematically reflect on it with peers. 
This is a rather limited exercise in the case of 
Portugal. 

For the post-internship experience, one of the 
most relevant suggestions which gathered wide 
agreement was the attribution of credits (ECTS), 
considered as generally positive and as a way to 
more directly recognise the experience and work 
developed. The idea that internship experiences 
should be credited as part of students’ training 
was consensual, but duly noting that this should 
occur through making sure that there is capacity 
from the host institutions to accommodate all 
the needs. Stakeholders revealed their concern 
in terms of their limited capacity to host all stu-
dents potentially interested in doing an intern-
ship. It was also considered that providing ECTS 
would bring additional motivation for students to 
engage with this type of WBL experience. In 
some cases, internships are reported in the cur-
ricular path of the student in the supplement to 
the diploma, as mentioned above. In this way 
there is a formal recognition of the experience in 
the overall training of the student. Another sug-
gestion, coming from the students’ focus group, 
was to replace optional curricular units for in-
ternship opportunities which would also provide 
additional motivation for students to engage with 
this kind of experience. It seemed consensual 
that a proactive attitude from the student is fun-
damental, and that thinking about non-academic 
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activities that can be considered complementary 
to their training at the university is key. The over-
all idea is that students should be encouraged to 
do internships, reflect about this and share their 
experiences. Towards this end, there are, for ex-
ample, roundtables organised with students that 
have had non-academic experiences to share 
these with their peers at welcoming weeks, stu-
dents’ associations’ initiatives or university/fac-
ulty internship promotion sessions. 

Despite the fact that everyone agreed upon the 
relevance of internships in the students’ overall 
training, a note of caution was made regarding 
the need not to put too much weight on intern-
ships, in the sense that these will not solve all the 
issues related to academic work integration in 
the labour market nor serve as a panacea for the 
expectations students may have in relation to 
the opportunities that may result from taking an 
internship. In a nutshell, doing an internship will 
not naturally nor necessarily grant students a job 
opportunity. Participants also noted that other 
options should be considered in the overall train-
ing, besides internships. This was also consid-
ered to be a responsibility of the students who 
should seek complementary training, comple-
mentary skills, etc., as mentioned earlier. 

Concluding remarks 
A few notes on issues that in the case of Portugal 
seem relevant and should be better reflected 
upon: 
• (better) articulation between internship and 

study cycle, better clarifying the differences 
between a BA and a MA internship 

• assessments’ reports after the internship 
should be more common and detailed, re-
flecting not only on learning outcomes/sci-
entific aspects but also on more personal 
grounds on the overall experience 

• rethinking duration of internships related to 
skills’ development and to labour market in-
tegration  

• internships are the main WBL experience in 
Portugal, diversification with gains to all in-
volved is important 

• motivations before, during and after are a 
key factor, as well as economic implications, 
as many times not having financial means 

prevents students from engaging with this 
kind of WBL experience 

Focus groups questions (Coimbra) 
The following are the questions that guided our 
focus groups, in a shorter format but following 
Kent’s guidelines. When putting the main issues 
to discussion, the participants engaged actively 
and sub-questions emerged naturally in the de-
bate. We translated into English the main guide-
lines, below the ones for stakeholders, which 
were slightly adjusted for students and col-
leagues. The focus groups only focused on in-
ternships. 
 
• What is the added value/motivation for the 

institution of welcoming students for intern-
ship experiences? How do you currently as-
sess the link between teaching and the pro-
motion of internships/experiences? What 
kind of skills are you stimulating that can re-
inforce students’ training? What works bet-
ter or worse? How do you think this articula-
tion could be improved? What are the main 
difficulties you have encountered? And what 
do you feel are the main difficulties faced by 
the students? 

• How the selection of students is processed, 
and then what type of procedures are imple-
mented: who defines the tasks, is there a su-
pervisor or someone who closely monitors 
the work to be developed? How is the articu-
lation between the university/Host institu-
tion? And after completing the internship, is 
there any assessment/comment exercise, 
any conversation that allows you to reflect on 
the learning process, about the experience? 

• How do you deal with inclusivity? (students 
with hearing, visual, physical disabilities; 
race, gender, ethnicity; use of digital means 
of communication; financial conditions)? 

• Do you understand that this type of activity 
contributes to facilitating inclusion in the job 
market? When selecting profiles, is this type 
of experience valued? And why or what spe-
cifically?  

• Do you think that a credits’ system for these 
activities could be useful to attract students 
with a certain profile potentially better suited 
to your needs? 
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• Reflection about the pandemic impact over-
all, in case this is not raised along. 

• Mentimeter: Identify words that you associ-
ate with the role of internships in the training 
of students. The cloud below summarises 
the main words suggested, such as experi-
ence, reality, skills development, CV enrich-
ment, job market, learning, inclusion, train-
ing, future. 

Coventry University, 24.03.2022 

Lecturers on CTPSR MA 
A focus group was held at the Centre for Trust, 
Peace and Social Relations (CTPSR, Coventry 
University) on Thursday 24th March, 2022. The 
focus group was attended by six lecturing staff 
who teach on various streams of CTPSR’s MA 
Provision (Peace & Conflict Studies, Maritime 
Security, Global Diversity Governance). All staff 
have had over five years’ experience of lecturing 
at Coventry. Several of the focus group supple-
mented this experience with previous teaching 
experience, additional teaching on international 
short courses, summer schools, and acting as 
external examiners for other universities.  

The predominant student profile of the MA co-
hort on CTPSR courses are distance learners 
who undertake their studies on a part-time basis. 
Learners are therefore already in the workplace 
before, during and after their studies and are of-
ten mature students.  

The focus group lasted one hour.  
 
• 14.00–14.05: Introductions/Lecturing role 

and how long have you been lecturing MA at 
CTPSR 

• 14.05–14.40: (3) In your experience to what 
extent do you feel that students make a link 
between their professional experience and 
their studies? (4) How have you encouraged 
student to reflect on their professional expe-
riences to inform their learning whilst en-
rolled on PGT at CTPSR? 

• 14.40 – 15.00: (5) How do you gauge if stu-
dents take their learning from the classroom 
into their professional environments? Is it 
possible to gauge such a thing? 

 

This report will firstly address questions (3) and 
(4), whereby lecturers reflected on their under-
standing within the classroom of the learners’ 
journey. It will then address question (5) which 
asks lecturers to reflect on how they understand 
the impact of the learning process on the stu-
dents’ work environment.  

In the classroom: How learners make a link 
between their professional experience and their 
studies? 

There was near unanimity amongst lecturing 
staff that learners continually link the taught ma-
terial to their experiences in the workplace. This 
happens through the student’s own initiative, 
where in group discussions they will begin to re-
flect on their professional expertise.  

This is heavily influenced in two ways. Firstly, 
reflection is “hardwired” into the course struc-
ture. Alongside traditional academic essays 
(which prepare students for the dissertation), 
the assessment of two modules in PGCert (1st 
stage) rely heavily on learners’ experiences and 
reflections. The reason for this to be done twice 
(over two modules) is to offer students the 
chance to learn how to engage with reflective 
learning and improve and use it again. Secondly, 
this is facilitated by the lecturing staff, who will 
design parts of their module to make an explicit 
link between the theory and practice. A lecturer 
on the Peace and Conflict MA noted how she 
uses reflections from her professional experi-
ence to enrich her teaching. 

This was seen as a generally positive occur-
rence, with those who engage with non-Coventry 
University courses in Peace & Conflict Studies 
noting the unique nature of CTPSR’s provision. 
One lecturer on the Peace & Conflict MA re-
marked that it means students can think through 
the implications of the theories that are taught to 
the “real world”. A lecturer on the MA Maritime 
Security noted that how students’ “day job” may 
be influenced by broader trends was part of the 
appeal for students to enrol in the first place.  

Once it became apparent that student’s reflec-
tions on their work is a common occurrence, the 
discussion moved onto how this impacts the 
teaching process at CTPSR. Lecturers saw in-
trinsic value in the concept that learners made 
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the link between their experiences and the the-
ory. They identified this in three ways:  
 
• Firstly, the lecturers were able to deepen 

their understanding of the theories that they 
were presenting to the class. With greater 
feedback of how ideas and approaches meet 
the realities of the work environment, lectur-
ers found that they received valuable feed-
back over the utility of the ideas that they 
presented. This was described as “incredibly 
enriching” by one lecturer.  

• Unification of the learners across the class-
room. A lecturer on the Peace & Conflict 
Studies MA noted how learners from vastly 
different professional experiences would 
“bond” when discussing the practicalities of 
particular ideas and concepts. This would 
enrich the learning experience as students 
from different backgrounds would begin to 
find commonalities. This was particularly no-
table on classes which mixed students from 
the Maritime Security and Peace & Conflict 
MA streams.  

• Finally, it led to a greater awareness of the 
style of teaching. Lecturers agreed that the 
value of this integration of professional expe-
rience into learning was that it meant that 
the learning process became far more par-
ticipatory. It was noted that the 1-way direc-
tion of traditional lecturing was less applica-
ble in the case of lectures at CTPSR, and 
through recognising students’ experiences, 
the role of the lecturer was at times more of 
a “facilitator”.  

 
Nevertheless, lecturing staff noted that there are 
challenges associated with integrating profes-
sional experiences into the lecturing environ-
ment. These challenges – related to power and 
hierarchy from within the learning group – are 
important and point towards lecturers’ ability to 
be creative in fostering an inclusive environment 
for learners: 
 
• Disconnects between theory and practice – 

lecturing staff did point out that at times, 
when presenting a concept or theory, there 
would be an attitude from students which 
suggested “this is not how things work in the 

real world”. This would pose a challenge to 
lecturers as students who took this stand-
point would effectively disengage from its 
utility in understanding the world.  

• Confidence and sharing – lecturers noted 
that the extent to which students share their 
experiences can be patchy or uneven. This 
was linked to the amount of experience that 
a learner would have in the professional en-
vironment, whereby the more experienced 
professionals would often be more confident 
in sharing reflections.  

• Organisational differences – interestingly, 
lecturers noted that power differentials ex-
isted which related to the type of profession 
which learners worked at. If for instance a 
learner is working in the international arena 
(i.e. UN) they may be more vocal than those 
who work in smaller local organisations or 
the voluntary sector. This “internal hierar-
chy” was noted by a lecturer who observed 
that some students naturally felt their voice 
should be more or less prominent. 

• Language – linked to the above two chal-
lenges is language challenges. CTPSR MA 
programmes are international in nature so it 
was highlighted that group reflection and 
learning would often lead to those not confi-
dent in their ability to speak English being 
drowned out by their English-speaking coun-
terparts. 

• Working with practitioner-learners – the fact 
that the cohort is practitioner-centred brings 
its own particular challenges. this is related 
to issues such as time and availability, as well 
as broader issues such as managing the ex-
pectation of the students. Moreover, it led to 
one lecturer pointing out that it has meant 
that learners will not deviate a great deal 
from what they think is “useful” for their own 
professional development. This influences 
the study focus of the students, and limits 
their ability to expand into other fields. An-
other lecturer noted that this leads to a chal-
lenge of ensuring that students know that 
the programmes they are enrolled on are ac-
ademic programmes and not professional 
development programmes.  
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In the workplace: How do we know if the 
learning from the classroom goes to the 
professional environment? 

When posed this question, lecturers noted that 
at first glance it is very difficult to know the im-
pact of the taught aspects of the course on the 
learner’s professional lift. However, when the fo-
cus group began speaking about this in more de-
tail, the more nuanced impact of the learning be-
came apparent, with words such as “confi-
dence”, “inspiration”, “ripple effects” and 
“change” being used. Much of this was facili-
tated by lecturers ensuring that reflective ele-
ments are “hardwired” into the courses, includ-
ing regular contact, informal discussion with stu-
dents, and reflective writing.  
 
• Confirmation and confidence – At times this 

offers confirmation for students – it may not 
change what they are doing but through 
knowing their work is underpinned by aca-
demic studies, they feel more confident in 
taking on their professional role. 

• “Inspiration” – An example was given by a 
lecturer of students that he has taught who 
put great value into the dissertation element 
of the studies. This was partly because they 
wanted to push themselves to investigate a 
particular area of concern. This inspiration 
came from the course. “Inspiration” was also 
used in relation to a student on the Maritime 
Security MA who worked in policymaking at 
the International Organisation for Migration. 
This particular student fed back to the lec-
turer that the MA programme had influenced 
her approach to policy, thus having a broader 
impact across the organisation. 

• “Personal change can lead to professional 
change” – this quote, attributed to a lecturer 
on the Peace and Conflict MA highlights the 
journey that students have undergone in 
their workplace. This particular lecturer used 
the example of a student who worked at an 
Embassy. Through writing a dissertation on 
structural racism, they found the chance to 
step back and think critically, they were able 
to engage in professional development. Ad-
ditionally, another lecturer recounted the ex-
perience of a student who worked for the 

Church of England. This student was con-
cerned about power imbalances characteris-
ing the leadership culture within the church. 
The student focused on this in her disserta-
tion, which was later published as a report 
which has changed how the Church trains 
their Bishops. 

Marburg 21.12.2021, 11.01.2022 

Participants (in total): 
 
• 7 students of the German program in Peace 

and Conflict Studies in Marburg, all active in 
voluntary work 

• 4 civil society organisations based on or at 
least offering opportunities for voluntary 
work 

• 2 administrative organisations on a rather 
higher, independent level 

Perceptions of Volunteering and Difference 
between Student Volunteers and Non-Student 
Volunteers 
Generally, interviewees had different socio-eco-
nomic backgrounds, some grew up rather finan-
cially secured, others in classical working-class 
backgrounds. In the beginning of the discus-
sions, the interviewees underlined their percep-
tion that engagement is a privilege. Furthermore, 
according to the interviewees the perception of 
volunteering depends on socialisation processes 
in the broader sense which encompass both so-
cialisation within the family but also other social 
context like the university. While some inter-
viewees experienced in their families a certain 
normalization of being involved in volunteering, 
others underlined that little or hardly any of their 
family was involved. Thus, volunteering started 
either already early in the childhood and youth or 
only at the beginning of the studies at the univer-
sity. But in either way their involvement contin-
ues to this day, and the participants themselves 
underlined that not only their own experience but 
likewise research confirm that once you are ac-
tive, you stay active or even become more active 
in voluntary work. 

Moreover, perceptions slightly differed due to 
intergenerational differences particularly in the 
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variety of voluntary work that the Internet ena-
bles to be part of. 

The participants highlighted the various forms 
of volunteering work, for example involvement in 
(sport and other social) clubs, baking cakes for 
events, but also board work. 

In their perception of voluntary work the inter-
viewees also mentioned the increasing expecta-
tions in professional careers of proving voluntary 
work experiences. Also, administrative actors 
and civil society organizations confirmed that 
there seems to be an increasing pressure on stu-
dents to constantly improve their qualifications, 
via internships, semesters abroad, change of lo-
cation from BA study location to MA study loca-
tion, etc. 

With regard to motivations for voluntary work 
the participants named several different ap-
proaches. What they all had in common was the 
will to contribute to society and to (co-)shape 
something in the place of residence itself. In this 
context, interviewees also mainly shared the ex-
periences of injustice and “perceived injustice” 
as a motivational factor to get engaged in volun-
tary work. 

Moreover, a great motivation also included the 
social component of volunteering as especially 
students were searching for social cohesion and 
contacts, e.g. after a change of study location. 
Volunteering is perceived as an opportunity to 
get to know people who are similar to oneself and 
an opportunity for using the social network of 
volunteering initiatives. 

Regarding the groups of students in particular, 
they are – compared to other (full-time working) 
groups – more flexible in terms of time and are 
therefore sometimes not only motivated but also 
actually able to get involved in voluntary work. 
Here the special feature of PACS studies was 
also highlighted as an accumulation of very vol-
untarily engaged people. Additionally, in the per-
spective of most students the studies have par-
ticularly shown the necessity to get involved in 
civil society, to initiate and to change things. This 
is also true for the interviewed students who 
claim that the studies are not practical enough in 
terms of actual change and voluntary work 
makes things possible that are missing in their 
studies. 

Besides, mainly civil society organisations 
highlighted the difference between students and 
non-students in volunteering. 

Students are perceived to be more goal-ori-
ented with regard to voluntary work. In this con-
text this means that most student volunteers 
come from study programmes relevant to the 
specific field of engagement. Often there is also 
a strong interest to orientate oneself profession-
ally, to get references, to develop oneself further, 
or to get opportunities to try something or to find 
new contacts as well. In the civil society organi-
zations students are known to show a lot of com-
mitment by taking on whole projects. Obviously, 
the “natural” problem of fluctuation hast to be 
taking into account when working with students. 
Some civil society organisations had the impres-
sion that in recent years there is less con-
sistency in group dynamics with strong impact 
on volunteering. Instead of having a turnover 
every two years in which volunteers have a suf-
ficient time frame to integrate their friends in 
their voluntary activities for example, these dy-
namics lack at the moment. But there are always 
volunteers who come back after temporal or ge-
ographical disruptions (stays abroad, internships 
in other cities, etc.) and stay with the same civil 
society organisation for several years. Moreover, 
what civil society organisations observe too is 
that many people who are strongly and consist-
ently committed to one field of voluntary en-
gagement usually go on to work in that field later 
on (educational work, development work, ...). 

In comparison non-student-volunteers are 
perceived by civil society institutions to often be 
more relaxed and consistent in their commit-
ment. Generally, this group of volunteers orient 
towards what they want and what they don’t 
want which means that they are more likely to 
say “no” due to prioritizing private interests (es-
pecially family) for instance. Thus, often non-
student-volunteers are more specialised in in-
terests, however they are known to take on less 
project work as the students volunteering. Be-
sides, professionals are perceived to be particu-
larly happy to combine personal skills, hobbies, 
etc. with the voluntary commitment. 
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Goal Setting or Specific Skill Development in 
and Through Volunteering  
When asked about the reflection on skills in vol-
untary work students often intuitively criticized 
the idea to formalize non-formal learning experi-
ences. Their reasons revolved around the neces-
sity of fulfilling certain university-extern needs 
through volunteering so that an integration of a 
theoretical meta-level seems undesirable. Addi-
tionally, students perceived known categories of 
skill analysis in the university as decoupled from 
the social movements and groups they are en-
gaged in. In brief, theoretical skill reflection is 
less a goal for the volunteers, rather something 
practical should be done when volunteering. 
Some students even mentioned real concerns 
about active institutionalised reflection as their 
volunteering “should not end in an internship re-
port” as a form of “pure formalisation” which 
they consider “horrible extra work”. Reflection 
and a systematic approach are rather perceived 
by them as being a part of an internship, not as a 
part of volunteering. 

Also, some civil society organisations men-
tioned that they are rather “happy that someone 
is participating, but it is not about reflecting on 
what the person is gaining for him- or herself”. 
Students confirm that the motivation for volun-
teering does not emerge as a wish for learning 
skills, as the aim of volunteering is not one’s own 
development. Students likewise stress that vol-
unteering is not about skill acquisition to show 
off on the CV as volunteers do not want to be hu-
man capital. So, in general, skills are more of a 
by-product than an aim to reflect on. 

In particular the civil society organizations con-
sider reflection less about personal learning pro-
cesses, but rather in terms of reflection on their 
concepts, quality criteria, project implementa-
tion, achievement of goals, interpersonal coop-
eration, overall social goals or review of own as-
pirations. This might include feedback on behav-
iour and own or volunteers work, but is not the 
centre of attention and rather an occasional re-
flection of personal role and work during for ex-
ample networking events, workshops, etc. 
Reflection and Integration of Voluntary Work in 
Academic Apprenticeship as well as Supportive 
Supervision (Integration of Theory and Practice). 

Regarding the integration of voluntary work in 
the studies the stakeholders discussed both ad-
vantages and disadvantages. Some were rather 
in favour of the integration when seeing volun-
teering and studies in a reciprocal relationship. 
Both students and the administrative represent-
atives considered it desirable to have an influ-
ence on teaching from the outside that might 
change content. Therefore, the university has to 
take the experiences of voluntary work seriously 
and not only take impulses from inside the uni-
versity to its outside. All stakeholders identified 
certain overlaps and the potential to deepen and 
apply parts of what was learnt in the course of 
studies in a practical way through voluntary 
work. At the same time, it was also deemed nec-
essary that papers and research topics have to 
be selected in such a way that something can be 
taken away from them for voluntary work. 

Especially the administrative perspective un-
derlined the necessity of honouring voluntary 
work and making it visible in the university to 
show appreciation not only from the manage-
ment (eg. Dean’s offices) but also more compre-
hensively, so from other university actors 
(teachers, ...) too. 

Nevertheless, the idea of integration was partly 
dismissed by those interviewees that considered 
volunteering rather independent of studies. The 
institutionalisation in form of “demands” tends 
to be perceived negatively. Additionally, the inte-
gration is perceived as negative if the university 
were to set this as a task. Particularly students 
underlined that voluntary work should not have 
to be done “half-heartedly like some university 
things”, as voluntary work fulfils the desire for a 
more active contribution besides “reading texts 
at home”. They argued that formal integration 
would rather contradict their intrinsic motivation 
of volunteering being free time, something relax-
ing, compensation, fun, and an activity that they 
are passionate about. Some students even 
stated that they pursue a conscious separation 
between the studies and voluntary engagement 
as they perceive their studies to be too theoreti-
cal, whereas in their voluntary work they counter 
this “flaw” by active engagement. Through this 
they consider it a personal learning field where 
they unconsciously acquire many skills that are 
not learned in studies. 
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Furthermore, the administrative stakeholders 
also pointed out that there is a tension between 
academia and practice as the core idea of the 
university is to not become too practical. 

Acquisition of ECTS Credit for Voluntary Work  
In general, for the interviewees the recognition of 
voluntary work during studies possibly depend-
ents on how this is structurally enabled and com-
municated. Regarding the latter, the administra-
tive perspective underlined for example that the 
basic attitude represented by the university is 
the decisive point. The university has to show 
that it is desirable that students as future leaders 
volunteer. According to them, voluntary work 
also needs to be reflected in universities to make 
it visible as a goal and as part of the university’s 
social responsibility. 

Principally, the interviewees also differenti-
ated between “simple” ECTS accreditation and 
integrating what has been externally learned in 
voluntary work into seminars. 

On the one hand, it has been argued that ECTS 
could be a relief for students. This is the reason 
why all stakeholders favoured a framework for 
possible integration into the curriculum. It is con-
sidered important because for students some-
times in voluntary work they actually learn more 
than in an internship as they often have several 
years of commitment or hold a decisive role. Par-
ticularly the students were convinced that volun-
teering contributes more to one’s own life and 
learning path than internships. On a practical 
level, the interviewees pointed out that even if 
voluntary work is not supposed to be a career 
network, it must be recognised that people need 
the recognition of this for their curriculum vitae 
and other contexts. So, work and time invested 
in voluntary work must be rewarded in order to 
be able to use it, also to show what has been 
learned and done. 

Another argument in favour of accreditation of 
voluntary work was that ECTS could be an incen-
tive for people who are not yet socially active and 
are inspired by the ECTS courses in voluntary 
work, but also for those who are committed and 
would otherwise have to substitute other activi-
ties and can thus stay involved. Overall, as 
pointed out by civil society organisations, in 
many places there are generally too few people 

who get involved, so incentives may be needed 
for those who are involved that make voluntary 
work possible alongside full-time studies. Here 
the time factor influences the reason as ECTS 
may be a reason for non-privileged people to be 
able to get involved. Additionally, pointed out by 
all stakeholders, accreditation could counteract 
overburdening of those who are already involved. 
However, different alternatives were suggested 
instead of just attaching ECTS to volunteering 
like in an internship. 

On the other hand, a lot of arguments were 
broad forward to underline that accreditation of 
voluntary work is not a desirable option. In the 
current system, the integration of voluntary work 
seems inappropriate (grading, ...) to students 
who made the argument that university and 
commitment do not necessarily go well together. 
In the practical implementation the stakeholders 
posed various questions, among them were: Ac-
cording to which criteria are ECTS in voluntary 
work supposed to be measured? (In hours?) 
What do ECTS mean for the voluntary work and 
the motivation of people? With regard to compa-
rability: what kind of engagement is included in 
voluntary work? The administrative representa-
tives stressed that specifically the last question 
will be more difficult for the university to answer, 
as compared to the internships they will have to 
deal more with individual content instead of 
standardised procedures as this might be more 
demanding also in terms of learning effects, how 
engagement can be compared and assessed. 
Generally, students also pointed out that ECTS 
should not be equated with a guarantee of an in-
creased time investment; they were convinced 
that time as one of the most important factors to 
determine if one volunteers or not can be pro-
vided in other ways, e.g. through a longer stand-
ard period of study. 

When it comes to the influence of accredita-
tion on motivation all stakeholders argued in fa-
vour of the idea that voluntary work already done 
should also be recognised, so that the main focus 
of ECTS is minimised in the choice and imple-
mentation of voluntary work. However, in gen-
eral, students and civil society organisations 
were sceptical about the effect on motivation 
and voluntary work if it is clear that volunteering 
is based on ECTS and not on intrinsic motivation. 
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Students feared that the “university logic” could 
become dominant through an institutionalisation 
of volunteering and thus have negative effects 
on one’s own motivation as in voluntary work, 
many people experience self-efficacy that they 
do not experience in the university. Further has 
been pointed out that volunteering is deliberately 
chosen as external to the university, as a “break” 
from studies, which are already very demanding. 
Thus, volunteering should stand on its own and 
its cause and not serve any further purpose in 
the university so that volunteering remains 
purely voluntary (should not become compul-
sory), as a project of one’s own passion. Moreo-
ver, representatives of the administration and 
civil society organisations shared their experi-
ence that students are more self-motivated than 
seminar participants and invest more time. In 
general, the stakeholders were concerned that 
the voluntary core and other aspects of the self-
image of volunteering will be lost as with ECTS 
acquisition it rather approaches the concept of 
wage labour. 

On a practical level, students were concerned 
about even more additional work in cooperation 
with the university when it comes to questions of 
credit transfer, “translation” of grades, official 
registration, etc. Another argument broad for-
ward by mainly students was that the standard 
period of study is already relatively short in Mas-
ter programmes and that there may be concerns 
if academic-theoretical content is omitted be-
cause voluntary work takes its place regardless 
of the fact that learning effects also occur in vol-
untary work, possibly even more through practi-
cal learning. They also emphasized that volun-
teering does not only take place in established 
institutions but often also in non-hierarchical 
groups where there is no person that explicitly 
has the competence to issue confirmations to 
others etc. 
The civil society organisations also added the 
concern that with an accreditation the need and 
demand on the “market of voluntary work” can-
not be met. Besides, experiences by civil society 
organisations show that there are strongly com-
mitted people even if there is no recognition of 
voluntary work in the university. 

Support for the Learning and Reflection 
Process through Classroom Activities, the 
Curriculum, University or Provider Support 
Regarding the support by the university the 
stakeholders argued in favour of creating 
stronger links between the Center for Conflict 
Studies (CCS) in Marburg and civil society. They 
considered it desirable if the ZfK could further 
identify opportunities for students to get in-
volved in their close collaborations, so that not 
exclusively students have to bring initiatives to 
the CCS or “take along” the CCS. Therefore, it 
was suggested by both students and represent-
atives of the administration that more infor-
mation on the connection between the CCS, 
studies and voluntary work needs to be provided, 
e.g. on participation in the lecture series 
(Ringvorlesung). Of course, this should balance 
with initiatives by students themselves. 

What civil society organisations additionally 
suggested is to more actively invite people to 
bring in their own experiences in the lectures and 
seminars. This was perceived as being part of 
the university’s social responsibility and that the 
university also publicly focuses on fostering vol-
untary engagement of the students. It was again 
stressed that appreciation of voluntary work is 
important as it is desired and sometimes even 
demanded, but at the same time there is a lack 
of recognition. Social society organisations and 
students shared their impression that there is a 
lot of talk about the importance of voluntary work 
and it is publicly perceived as important, but 
“when it becomes concrete, it is not so im-
portant” which seems to attest some double 
standards.  

Besides, the stakeholders suggested some al-
ternatives to the “institutionalisation of the vol-
untary work”. Whereas the idea of a specially or-
ganised “reflection seminar” was criticized, 
other ideas in the comprehensive study context 
and possible framework for integration into the 
curriculum were broad forward. In general, all 
stakeholders agreed that it needs to be recog-
nized that volunteering students might need 
more time to complete the degree. 

First, stakeholders suggested to integrate vol-
untary work experiences into seminars by intro-
ducing and discussing topics brought in from 
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civil society or by organising project work ac-
companying studies or project concept develop-
ment in seminars. In this process the interview-
ees could also imagine to receive feedback on a 
content-level but also to reflect on own positions 
together. For example, students proposed to link 
the voluntary experience with more theoretical 
research seminars that could work in coopera-
tion with initiatives that provide research oppor-
tunities for students. A different variant of the in-
tegration of civil society initiatives in courses 
could be organized through “engagement work-
shop” where students approach voluntary work 
provider in counselling interviews with target 
groups or through “research workshop” where 
students choose research projects and conduct 
research themselves and thereby also deepen 
engagement through own research question or 
in the form of “commissioned research”. Espe-
cially the administrative representatives thought 
that students’ commitment can be increased 
through project work and self-determined work, 
as not only motivation but likewise time invested 
increase when students make their own choices. 
Additionally, students suggested that seminars 
could increase to actively integrate students’ 
own experiences and initiate a certain automatic 
reflection if they would be asked which contacts 
the students have already had with topics ad-
dressed in lectures, seminars, etc. 

Further, based on their personal experience 
students suggested that there needs to be more 
room also in the studies to get into exchange 
with fellow students to exchange on voluntary 
work encompassing exchange on skills and 
learning effects, but also aspects that are more 
general about working contents, the organisa-
tions themselves and other experiences. In this 
context, students mentioned the already existing 
tutorials that could be advanced.  

Secondly, the interviewees also made some 
suggestions on a rather organisational level. 
From other universities it is known that voluntary 
work is encourages by granting a (repeat) at-
tempt in exams. Often voluntary work can also 
substitute an internship, or at least combine 
them as equally ranking alternatives. If there 
might be a possibility of having voluntary work 
accredited as an internship, students could ra-
ther understand why reflecting on it for example 

in a report might be of interest. Another proposal 
revolved around being able to omit study perfor-
mance (Studienleistung, not graded) and only 
give an examination performance (Prüfungs-
leistung, graded) or the other way around if one 
volunteers. Moreover, the students broad up the 
idea of increasing the compatibility of studies 
and voluntary work through more options and 
fewer compulsory modules in the curriculum. 
Others even suggested a profile module of “Prac-
tical Experience” or “Political Commitment”. 
Eventually, both civil society organisations and 
students agreed that peace research should in-
crease its efforts in becoming also a service pro-
vider for the peace movement. 

Mobility in Voluntary Work 
Mobility in voluntary work was mostly inter-
preted in socio-economic terms and being able 
to engage into volunteering is perceived as a 
privilege by all the stakeholders.  

All stakeholders agreed that voluntary work is 
often a commitment of the white privileged ma-
jority society. Therefore, certain people are 
overrepresented as certain honorary posts also 
attract certain people, particularly the middle 
class and students are more likely to be ad-
dressed. On the other hand, workers’ children 
and full-time working people less so. This is why 
the perspectives from other groups – like PoC 
and other groups concerned by intersectional 
structural discrimination – lack in voluntary work 
structures. This is why the stakeholders perceive 
that the very people who should be heard often 
cannot afford to be. 

The interviewees were aware that necessary 
conditions must be given to enable volunteering 
to fulfil certain needs, such as self-efficacy, 
community, co-creation, or fun. Factors that de-
termine whether or not volunteering is practised 
encompass time-relevant trade-offs for example 
with work, family situation, authority for foreign-
ers, etc., that sometimes make it hardly possible 
to get involved.  

All of these aspects are mostly also related to 
financial concerns. This is why the question of 
participating in voluntary work is also related to 
issues of funding as it makes a difference 
whether an expense allowance is paid or not in 
the decision if volunteers have to substitute paid 
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work with their engagement. Similarly, students 
also mentioned the issue of compatibility with 
(full-time) studies. Some students have to de-
cide between spending time on volunteering or 
for instance their studies according to BAföG 
(German funding scheme for students) condi-
tions which demand a certain number of ECTS 
per semester and to finalize the studies in a cer-
tain time frame. Others also struggle with bal-
ancing employment and their studies. This is 
why some students suggested that if it is consid-
ered to officially recognise voluntary work in the 
studies, it should also be considered to recognise 
paid work, e.g. if this means that there is no time 
left for voluntary work so there is no “exaggera-
tion of voluntary work”. 

However, the stakeholders emphasized that 
many people are also very committed to volun-
tary work despite a challenging socio-economic 
situation (people without social security, unem-
ployed people, …), the kind and scope of the re-
spective voluntary work just differs. In general, 
the administrative perspective and also the civil 
society actors demand appropriate framework 
conditions in the university that should make it 
easy to get involved in voluntary work and make 
it enjoyable. For many volunteering students in-
vest their last free time in voluntary work which 
was partially perceived by few students to “sac-
rifice themselves”. However, it should also be 
considered that volunteering should not be an 
obligation and the administrative representa-
tives also pointed out that it must also be ac-
cepted if people do not get involved without any 
judgement. 

The Role of Digital and Virtual Elements in 
Volunteering 
When it comes to digitisation and digital engage-
ment the COVID-19-pandemic has a decisive in-
fluence on the stakeholders’ perspectives. It has 
been pointed out by administrative structures 
that former discussions on digitalization had an 
opportunity not to be postponed as the necessity 
was now eventually given.  

Various advantages have been pointed out that 
all the stakeholders agreed on. Digitalization pro-
vides opportunities to open up volunteering to 
new people through fewer physical barriers and 
other thresholds, for example with relation to 

family situations. It is easier to “just drop by” and 
in this way people who need to be heard can par-
ticipate in a more flexible way. It also opens up 
volunteering to external and outside influence, 
for instance from within the university to the 
outside. Added to that more frequent meetings 
at higher levels (state, national level) took place 
than normal face-to-face meetings. Moreover, 
digital formats enable contact to and integration 
of intercultural exchange, which would not be 
possible without internet formats and which 
might foster contact at eye level (in intercultural 
programmes). 

However, stakeholders pointed out that disad-
vantages have to be taken into consideration as 
well. Main obstacles for digital formats in volun-
tary work arise due to a lack of access (pension-
ers) and a lack of infrastructure (rural area). It 
has been pointed out that in an ongoing process 
it must be learned how to include everyone. Be-
sides, the stakeholders underlined the ad-
vantages of seeing people in person due to an in-
creasing digital fatigue. They agreed that there 
should rather not be an “exaggeration of digital” 
in total. 

Utrecht University, 21.01.2022 

MA Conflict Studies & Human Rights 
This is part one of a two-part report on student 
internship experiences during the Master Con-
flict Studies and Human Rights at Utrecht Uni-
versity, The Netherlands. In preparation for this 
report, two semi-structured focus group inter-
views were held with recent alumni from the pro-
gramme. This report is structured around the 
questions posed in each meeting. 

Focus Group 1 
• Date: 21 January, 2022 
• Interviewer: Dr. Chris van der Borgh 
• Respondent 1: Female, non-Dutch student, 

academic year 2019-2020, 10-week (digital) 
internship at a non-profit journalistic and re-
search organization. 

• Respondent 2: Female, non-Dutch students, 
academic year, 2018-2019, 10-week (in per-
son) internship at a non-profit society-fo-
cussed organisation/platform.  

• Duration: 1 hour  
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Before – Preparing for internships.  

As a student, did you have enough information 
about the internship? Selection criteria? What 
was expected? How to find one? 
Both respondents expressed how they felt wor-
ried/nervous/anxious about finding a suiting in-
ternship during the programme. Actually, finding 
one made them feel “lucky”. According to both 
respondents, part of this “struggle to find an in-
ternship” came from the fact that they were 
non-Dutch students. Firstly, because they felt 
that doing fieldwork research was not suitable 
nor preferable as a non-Dutch student. (Doing 
fieldwork in the Netherlands may require the 
student to speak Dutch and again moving abroad 
for fieldwork after moving to the Netherlands 
was not preferable.) Therefore, they felt extra 
pressure to land an internship position. Sec-
ondly, as non-Dutch students, they felt that they 
did not have a good overview of all the potential 
internship providers in the Netherlands. 

Another issue the respondents brought up was 
related to the perceived criteria of the internship 
as stipulated by the programme. Both respond-
ents were under the impression that a link be-
tween the internship and thesis was critical for 
the internship to be accepted. In other words, 
they felt the internship needed to be a “research 
internship”. The perceived strict criteria of the 
programme seemed to have caused worries and 
confusion for the respondents. In the end, both 
respondents finished a more practical internship 
that did not directly align with their thesis re-
search but was relevant and interesting never-
theless. 

How can the programme support the search for 
an internship?  
Both respondents expressed how they wished 
there was a list available with all potential and 
relevant internship providers in the Netherlands. 
For example, based on the internship positions 
that students from previous academic years had 
completed. This would have been helpful and 
could have taken some of the stress away from 
searching for an internship. 

The programme provides students with intern-
ship preparation sessions via Utrecht Universi-
ties Career Services. The respondents found 

these sessions useful but they could have been 
employed more effective. For example, by organ-
izing them a bit earlier in the academic year (Oc-
tober/November). 

In general, the respondents wished for a little 
more (personal) support from the programme, 
especially as non-Dutch students. Respondent 1 
states that she felt that the extent of support also 
depended on your supervisor (from within the 
programme); some may have provided more 
(personal) support than others.  

During the internship 

How was the internship experience? Enjoyable? 
Educational? Relevant to the programme? 
Skills learned? 

Respondent 1 had a great experience during her 
internship, yet it would have been better to do 
the internship in person. The internship was not 
specifically focused on doing academic research 
but this is what made the internship especially 
interesting and educational; it helped her under-
stand how research is approached differently 
outside of academia. For example, with regard to 
drafting conclusions in a writing style that is 
more accessible for broader audiences and tak-
ing on a systemic way of monitoring the news. 
Respondent 1 stated that these acquired skills 
are useful in her current job but also helped her 
in her thesis research by exposing her to topic- 
and context-related empirical knowledge.  

Respondent 2 agreed that doing an internship 
was of great value to her learning experience 
during the programme because it taught her 
about different (journalistic) approaches to re-
search. Respondent 2 also found that specific 
knowledge gained during the internship (f.e. with 
regard to social media) was lacking in the pro-
gramme curriculum and thus brought great 
complementary insight. Lastly, respondent 2 
also found to have acquired new and valuable in-
terview skills during her internship (from col-
leagues). 
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What was your experience with guidance and 
supervision from the organisation and the 
university? How can this be improved? 

Respondent 1 recalled how her internship pro-
vider gave feedback at the end of the internship. 
For her, the feedback was good but came a little 
late. She stated that she could have improved 
more during the internship if she would have got-
ten interim feedback. Feedback and guidance 
from within the programme were “ok”. She had 
regular calls with her programme supervisor.  

Respondent 2 interned at a small start-up at 
which she was the first intern. This sometimes 
made supervision and guidance a bit “tricky”. 
She would have preferred a more tuned commu-
nication between the programme supervisor and 
the internship provider. In this way, the start-up, 
internship organisation could have been better 
guided in how to supervise the intern. Although, 
in the end, the inexperience of the internship or-
ganisation posed no big problems to her learning 
experience. Apart from occasional “check-ins”, 
respondent 2 stated that she did not get much 
(personal) guidance from the programme. 

How was the workload of the 10-week 
internship? 

Both respondents expressed how they felt that 
the workload was doable and the tasks given 
clear during their internships. Yet, a 10-week in-
ternship period is generally too short, according 
to the respondents. This is related to finding an 
internship; as most internship providers only 
want interns that stay for a 6-month period, but 
also concerning the development of connections 
with the organisation and its employees. A part-
time construction (thesis/internship) is possible 
but this often needs to be negotiated with both 
the internship organisation and the programme 
supervisor. In order to make this option more ap-
proachable, the respondents suggest to have 
more flexible deadlines for the thesis in the pro-
gramme. 

After the internship 

Was reporting on the internship relevant? Did it 
help you to learn from your experience? 

Respondent 1 felt like reflecting was good and 
useful after her internship but found the format 
of the internship report not helpful. According to 
her, some questions in the report format are re-
dundant and may need reformulation. Respond-
ent 1 suggests that a final, reflecting conversa-
tion with the programme supervisor, the intern 
and the internship supervisor would have been 
more useful for her. 

Respondent 2 experienced the writing of the 
reflection report as somewhat pointless. For her, 
it did not add much to the internship or her learn-
ing experience. Respondent 2 again stressed the 
need for better information facilitation on super-
vision and guidance from the university to the in-
ternship provider.  

What can the programme do to create a better 
learning environment with regard to 
internships? 

Respondent 1 emphasizes that the programme 
needs to adopt better/clearer selection criteria 
for internship positions. This relates to the per-
ceived “strict” criteria regarding “research in-
ternships” and link to the programme.  

For respondent 2, the most important point is 
that there should be more support for the posi-
tion of the non-Dutch student within the pro-
gramme. Also, the programme should devote 
more time to developing specific skills related to 
the internship and shorter thesis track. For re-
spondent 2, the programme’s curriculum in her 
academic year was too much focused on doing 
fieldwork research. 

Conclusion 
The respondents who participated in this first fo-
cus group generally enjoyed and valued their in-
ternship experiences. Both respondents found 
the search for an internship stressful and would 
have liked more support for non-Dutch students 
in this process. They also thought that the in-
ternship-criteria, stipulated by the programme, 
could be formulated/ communicated clearer and 
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allow for more flexibility. The internship itself 
was found educational and complemented the 
programme’s curriculum. While a 10-week in-
ternship is short, the respondents valued learn-
ing professional/practical/job-related skills dur-
ing the internship. Finally, the respondents found 
that the format of reporting on the internship 
may require some reconsidering.  

Focus Group Report 2 
This is part two of a two-part report on student 
internship experiences during the Master Con-
flict Studies and Human Rights at Utrecht Uni-
versity, The Netherlands. In preparation of this 
report, two semi-structured focus group inter-
views were held with recent alumni from the pro-
gramme. This report is structured around the 
questions posed in each meeting.  
 
• Date: 21 January, 2022 
• Interviewer: Dr. Chris van der Borgh 
• Respondent 1: Female, non-Dutch student, 

academic year 2020-2021, 10-week (digital) 
internship at a human rights advocacy or-
ganisation. 

• Respondent 2: Female, Dutch student, aca-
demic year, 2019-2020, 10-week (in person) 
internship at a non-profit peace advocacy or-
ganisation. 

• Respondent 3: Male, Dutch student, aca-
demic year 2019-2020, part-time (in person) 
internship at a private security organisation.  

• Duration: 1 hour, 20 minutes 

Before – Preparing for an internship 

As a student, did you have enough information 
about the internship and finding one? What 
were your experiences finding one? 

Respondent 1 started early with the application 
process and already found an internship in mid-
December. She reflected on how she was some-
what pessimistic about finding an internship be-
fore because of the pandemic and the feeling 
that she had a lot of competition from other stu-
dents. Related to the pandemic, a lot of organisa-
tions did not have the resources to provide in-
ternship positions, she thought. Furthermore, 
she felt that 10-week internships were often not 

available and not speaking Dutch a disad-
vantage. Yet, she experienced a quite good sup-
port group of students in her academic year who 
shared lists and opportunities of potential intern-
ship positions. This was helpful.  

Respondent 2 had a non-typical experience 
landing an internship position as the organisa-
tion approached her. Yet, when she was still 
searching and looking for backup plans, she felt 
confronted with quite stringent application crite-
ria. Both from the programme and the potential 
internship providers: organisations often want 
interns that stay for a longer duration than 10 
weeks. She felt that students are often not in the 
position to negotiate this duration. Respondent 2 
also found the search for an internship some-
what stressful and landed her position in Janu-
ary.  

Respondent 3 explained that he experienced 
the search for an internship position as very 
frustrating. According to him, there was fierce 
competition for positions before the pandemic 
hit which made it increasingly difficult to find an 
internship, especially one that is paid. For a stu-
dent without governmental support, who has to 
spend time studying and working, it is a tough 
and time-consuming process to find a suitable 
internship. Respondent 3 found a “last-minute” 
internship in January.  

How did you experience the role of the 
programme? What could’ve been done 
differently? 
Respondent 1 had no expectations from the pro-
gramme with regard to support in finding an in-
ternship as she didn’t experience any support 
during her bachelor. Therefore, the support she 
received from the programme regarding intern-
ships (organisation lists, preparation sessions, 
advice) was well received. Yet, she stated that 
she would have liked some flexibility from the 
program concerning track choices in the second 
semester.  

For respondent 3, the programme did not pro-
vide a clear connection between the internship 
and the short thesis. Most courses in the second 
semester are focused on doing fieldwork and 
writing a longer thesis. For students that do an 
internship, it is hard to navigate how to go about 
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writing a shorter thesis, according to respondent 
3.  

Respondent 2 agreed with the notions and also 
experienced difficulties with navigating the 
shorter thesis. She missed guidance from the 
programme with regard to what to expect from 
an internship. Furthermore, respondent 2 stated 
that she almost felt like a “second-grade stu-
dent” because she didn’t do fieldwork and longer 
thesis. Both respondents 2 and 3 acknowledge 
that these experiences can vary from supervisor 
to supervisor, as some are more geared towards 
extended fieldwork/ research than others.  

During the internship 

What were the most important things you 
learned during the internship? 

Respondent 1 explained how her internship 
taught her about the contents and practical 
workings of human rights advocacy. For her, this 
content was a very welcome addition to her 
learning experience during the academic year as 
she felt that the Cultures, Citizenship and Human 
Rights (CSHR) programme did not devote 
enough time to the topic of human rights. Yet, 
she had hoped that the internship would have 
brought her more insight into the internal work-
ings of the organisation (f.e. job-specific skills, 
professional interaction with colleagues). As her 
internship was digital and remote, this aspect 
was somewhat lacking. 

Respondent 2 did have the benefit to experi-
ence an in-person internship. During her time in 
the office and on work trips to the Hague, she 
learned how people communicate and behave in 
professional settings. Furthermore, she stated 
that she learned how to work and write from 
within the mindset of the organisation. This 
mindset differed greatly from academia and 
therefore effectively prepared her for a job out-
side academia.  

Respondent 3 interned in the private sector, at 
a start-up. Therefore, he felt that his experience 
was very different from everything that univer-
sity taught. According to him, university pro-
grammes are generally directed at preparing 
students to work for the government, NGO’s, 

think tanks or civil society organisations. His ex-
perience at a company “aimed to make money” 
was interesting and taught him a lot about the 
“realities of the private sector”. For respondent 
3, this reality sometimes meant that he had to 
heave his moral compass and change his nu-
anced view on doing research in favour of the 
company’s aims. This experience taught him 
that he would rather not work in the private sec-
tor. 

In hindsight, what do you think are important 
criteria/requirements for an internship in the 
programme? 

In the opinion of respondent 3, most students do 
an internship to profile themselves as a “devel-
oping professional” for their career after the pro-
gramme. Therefore, the criteria of academic rel-
evance should be somewhat subordinate to the 
criteria of self-actualization and being able to 
market yourself for future jobs/“raise certain 
eyebrows on your CV”. 

For respondent 2, the requirements for an in-
ternship should depend heavily on the aspira-
tions of the individual student. She therefore en-
dorsed a flexible role of the programme in having 
students themselves explain how the internship 
is relevant to their trajectory.  

Respondent 1 is on the same level as the other 
respondents. She also thought that having the 
student explain how the internship is relevant to 
their own trajectory is the most important as-
pect. The relevance of an internship is highly in-
dividual.  

Did you develop relevant skills needed for a job?  

Respondent 2 explained how there is a differ-
ence between thematic-oriented jobs and prac-
tice-oriented jobs. According to her, most stu-
dents look for thematic-oriented jobs after they 
graduate. These jobs are not abundant and often 
require the student to have done extensive field-
work and research (instead of internships). Yet, 
practice-oriented jobs often require specific 
skills that are not taught in university (f.e. fund-
raising for a NGO). Therefore, doing an internship 
can allow you to develop relevant skills for spe-
cific practice-oriented jobs. Still, due to the 
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shortness of the internship, she was taught 
some relevant skills but it “didn’t really cut it” on 
the job market.  

Respondent 3 felt lucky with his new position 
but explained how it is still very hard for his peers 
to find well-paying jobs in this field. The intern-
ship did not prepare him to such an extent but 
did give him “confidence” to pursue his career 
aspirations.  

Respondent 1, who is still applying for jobs, 
stated that she feels that her internship experi-
ence is well received during job interviews but 
that it is not enough. The most important no-
tions/assets she can use in current job inter-
views are from jobs she did before the pro-
gramme. The Master’s programme comes as a 
“necessary label”. 

Lastly, all respondents agreed that the intern-
ship also helped in forming a network of people 
and potential organisations for future jobs. This 
is useful.  

Was the 10-week duration of the internship 
enough to learn the things you wanted to learn? 
Would you choose for a longer programme with 
a 6-month internship? 

The respondents all thought the 10 weeks is too 
short to expect gaining extensive job-specific 
knowledge but it is a start: you can start discov-
ering and touch upon a variety of aspects of the 
professional working environment.  

Respondents 2 and 3 would have liked doing a 
longer internship but there is the aspect of finan-
cial strain coming with studying longer for a lot of 
students. Respondent 1 would not have chosen to 
extend the programme as she specifically chose 
the programme because of its 1-year length.  

What was your experience with guidance and 
supervision from the organisation and the 
university? 

Respondent 3 stated that he did not have much 
contact with the programme supervisor. Yet, he 
did not miss it, it was good to figure things out on 
his own. Respondent 2 also did not recall much 
contact with her programme supervisor but this 
was fine. She did not need more guidance from 
the programme. Experiences with guidance from 

within the internship organisation were not ad-
dressed.  

After the internship 

Was reporting on the internship relevant? Did it 
help you to learn from your experience? 

For respondent 3, it was good and relevant to 
make a list of the acquired skills during the in-
ternship. It later helped him in, for example, 
drafting a CV. Yet, he did feel that the pro-
gramme supervisor “did not really care” about 
the report. Furthermore, he found it hard to be 
completely honest in the report because he 
wanted to pass and thus might have over-col-
oured his learning experiences as positive. 

Respondent 1 had a very positive experience 
with the reporting. She found the format of the 
report and instructions clear and straightfor-
ward. For her, the reporting made her analyse 
and realize what she actually learned during her 
internship. She agreed with respondent 3 that 
the report somewhat incentivizes the student to 
put the internship experience in a positive light. 
Still, for her, the moment of reflection was good 
and educational.  

Conclusion 
The respondents who participated in this second 
focus group enjoyed and valued their internship 
experiences. The respondents had varying expe-
riences finding an internship; two of them found 
it stressful and difficult while the other experi-
enced an easier process. The respondents were 
rather unanimous about the notion that the pro-
gramme might be too heavily focussed on the 
longer thesis (fieldwork) track. This perceived 
imbalance caused some difficulty navigating the 
shorter thesis they wrote. The 3 respondents 
each recall to have learned different things from 
the internship: for example, content-specific 
knowledge, professional/practical skills or that 
they would rather not work in the private sector. 
Because of the often short (10-week) duration of 
the internships, these learning experiences can 
be found somewhat shallow but nevertheless 
valuable for further careers. Lastly, the reporting 
and reflecting on the internship was generally 
received positively. 


