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Employers are not primarily in the business of educating students as are co-op educators.  Yet they have taken on the additional role of educating the co-op student because they have found that it benefits their organization.  Employers can hire a student at the co-op level and mold them into a full-time entry-level employee.  In that regard, employers have a significant stake in the education of the co-op student and will want their co-op students to achieve certain educational outcomes.

Development of Technical Skills 

Every organization has a set of industry-specific skills and knowledge that they want each of their students to develop.  Some of that knowledge will come from their classroom studies.  But the classroom touches on a broad range of fundamental concepts that can apply to a variety of industries.  As the co-op employer, start with the broad education that the institution provides then customize that knowledge for your own purposes.  

From the educational institution’s standpoint, students must receive a foundation in a variety of areas, some of which may not relate to a specific industry, but may relate to another industry in the students’ field.  During a meeting of the Industrial Advisory Board at the University of Cincinnati, Dr. Niranjan Jayrhaman used this graphic to illustrate the college portion of the students’ education.  The college is responsible for the broad horizontal bar of technical education.  Every student will receive this same broad technical education.  But different employers will take different segments of that broad technical education and go into more depth that the college could possibly provide.  So students get a broad common technical education through the classroom and a customized in-depth technical education from each of their co-op employers.  
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As this graphic illustrates, each co-op employer has the opportunity to mold the education of its students and future leaders by providing them with more in-depth technical knowledge than the educational institution can provide.  It is up to the employer to determine their goals for the technical education of the student and to supply that in-depth technical training.  To do this, employers must familiarize themselves with the students’ curriculum, determine what the college will cover and design a program to provide the students with any additional and specialized knowledge that is deemed appropriate.  

Co-op employers may choose to supply this specialized knowledge in the form of one-on-one teaching by the more experienced professional on a just-in-time basis.  Some employers create a formal seminar specifically for the co-op student.  For example, Ethicon Endo-Surgery, Inc. in Cincinnati holds a course on anatomy and physiology for their incoming engineering co-op students.  These students design surgical instrumentation but, as engineers, will have no coursework to help them understand the workings of the human body.  This intensive introductory course enables students to put their engineering coursework into practice in a new environment.  

A more common example of putting co-op students through specialized training is to allow them to attend training sessions currently in place for regular full-time employees.  General Electric is a co-op employer that regularly allows and encourages its co-op students to attend formal training sessions during their co-op work assignment.  In lieu of formal training,  a library of reading materials for the co-op student’s reference could be created.  By using the library the student can, at his or her own pace, supplement their learning.

A benefit of providing the students with specialized technical training is that they will be more attentive to the information that their teachers supply on the same subject.  Their motivation to learn certain aspects of the curriculum that the employer deems important will be enhanced.  Co-op employers also have the opportunity to influence their selection of courses to take in the future.  While the students’ required curriculum is set, most programs have a wide variety of electives that students can choose from.  Some of these electives will be more relevant than others and students can be steered towards the more relevant coursework.  

Development of Soft Skills

In addition to the technical skills that co-op students develop, they also develop a set of soft skills.  Examples of soft skills include communications skills, interpersonal skills, teamwork, taking responsibility, showing initiative, organization skills, leadership, ability to acquire and utilize information, problem solving skills, creativity, self-management and reasoning skills. While these skills are equally as important as the technical skills that students develop, soft skills are not covered in the classroom education that many co-op students receive.  It is the charge of the co-op employer, in many cases, to give students the opportunity to develop these skills during the co-op work assignment. Through frequent feedback and activities designed to foster learning, employers can help students develop their soft skills.

One way to develop students’ oral communications skills is to structure the program to require an end-of-the term oral presentation.  Students could be asked to create a presentation on what they did during their co-op work term.  The format of the presentation could be pre-determined (i.e.: Answer the following questions in the presentation - What activities were you involved in?  What effect did they have on the company?  Have you completed these activities and what must be done after you leave?) or you could give the students the option to structure the presentation as they see fit.  This exercise will develop the student’s communications skills and confidence and it will also serve to provide the employer with a valuable update on the status of the student’s projects before he or she leaves the company.  

The students would benefit enormously if the audience for this presentation included upper management as well as direct supervisors and co-workers.  This will give those constituencies the opportunity to observe individual students which aids in future hiring decisions and to see the value of the co-op program in general to the bottom line.  From the co-op supervisor’s standpoint, the projects assigned to the students will come under scrutiny during these presentations so they will be unlikely to give the students “busy work.”  R.A. Jones Manufacturing in Crescent Springs, Kentucky is one example of a company that uses oral presentations before upper management as a way not only to develop these students’ skills but also to showcase their abilities as potential future leaders.

Other important areas of soft skill development are those of teamwork, responsibility and leadership.  In the work environment, co-op students often work in teams. To develop these skills, the employer may require that students participate in a team project during the co-op work term.  Even if the students are simply observing a team by attending meetings, this provides valuable insights into how to function in the team environment. Ideally students work in a team setting with a specific role to play.  This allows them to develop teamwork skills, forces them to take responsibility for their role on the team, and provides them with the opportunity to develop leadership skills.  As students play a specific role on the team, they will begin to become leaders in that area.  And as the students begin to understand the workings of the team through observation and participation, they will begin to form ideas and behaviors that will enable them to become a more effective participant.  Hill Rom in Batesville, Indiana is an example of a company that puts its co-op students on teams to deal with a specific issue regarding continuous improvement of their processes.  The students work as team members for a pre-determined period of time on one improvement issue.  The entire team is relieved of all other duties while they work on this one issue.  In this way the students get an intense experience in teamwork as they function as equal members of the team with full-time professionals.

Employers may also want to focus on the development of students’ reasoning skills, problem solving skills and creativity.  Give students the opportunity to try new things and to try them in their own way.  This allows students to develop reasoning skills as they examine the situation and develop creative solutions to problems.  Often companies have a problem that is not critical but a solution to the problem could be very valuable to the company.  This could be an ideal co-op term project.  Pose the problem to students and give them both the resources and freedom to solve the problem.  Many students have both the creativity and problem solving skills to come up with a brilliant answer.  They also have the fresh perspective and lack of corporate history to provide the answer that could easily have been overlooked by more experienced professionals.  And if they don’t solve the less-than-critical problem they will still develop skills that may benefit the organization at another time.  Georgetown Steel in Georgetown, South Carolina is an example of a company that assigns its students at least one independent project each term and gives them the resources and freedom to come up with creative solutions.  An example of a problem that a co-op student solved involved determining the cause of rod discoloration by analyzing the water used in production.

The Role of the Co-op Supervisor 

In the eyes of most co-op students, any organization’s cooperative education program is primarily the supervisor and his or her actions.  It is the supervisor who, on a daily basis, provides the students with opportunities for learning and skill development.  It can also be the supervisor who maximizes the student’s ability to learn by assigning tasks that provide for the opportunity for challenge and growth.  As co-op employers design their co-op programs, the choice of co-op supervisors is critical.  The ideal co-op supervisor is someone who:

1. Understands and respects the concept of cooperative education.  The supervisor must realize that cooperative education is a process of education that formally integrates the student’s academic study with work experience.  While the immediate needs of the employer can and should be filled by the co-op student, the student is there for the purpose of furthering his or her education.  Whenever possible the supervisor should strive to enhance the student’s education.

2. Has content knowledge that will be useful to the student.   Some of the best supervisors have many years of experience and accumulated knowledge to share with students and the desire to pass along their expertise to a new generation.

3. Has a genuine interest in people and the ability to communicate effectively.  Interpersonal skills are crucial to the co-op supervisor’s success.  Supervising a student with very little professional experience requires a level of commitment to the process and excellent communication skills.

4. Is patient, empathetic, and has a tolerance for mistakes.  Co-op students will likely make mistakes so understanding where they are coming from and showing them the patience they need to get where they are going is necessary.  A good supervisor has the ability to understand the student’s capabilities and provides them with the understanding they need to achieve to the best of their abilities.

5. Sets high expectations.  While students will make mistakes, they will also achieve great things when they believe in themselves.  Students will rise to meet their supervisor’s expectations.  A good supervisor will try to set the bar just a little bit higher than the student’s current skills and abilities and then provide all the help the student needs to clear the bar.

6. Provides frequent and constructive feedback.   A good supervisor is aware of the work the student is doing and provides frequent and constructive feedback.  While students need to figure things out on their own in order to learn more thoroughly, they also need frequent reality checks to make sure that they are on the right track.  Waiting until the end of the term and completing a performance review misses out on the opportunity to teach students how to perform as they are working.

It is important to consider many factors when deciding who in the organization will be a co-op supervisor.  A sufficient volume of work in the department is one factor.  Another is the characteristics of the department supervisor that will enable him or her to create a favorable environment for a co-op student to learn.  Many times the ideal supervisor has years of experience and the patience that often comes with it.  Other times the ideal supervisor is a recent graduate with a good understanding of the co-op student’s needs and abilities.  

But more often than not, it will be hard to determine at the outset which departmental supervisor would make a good co-op supervisor.  That is why it is important to gather feedback from the students themselves.  By allowing a third party, like the human resources manager, to hold exit interviews with co-op students, organizations can gather feedback on the managing skills of co-op supervisors.  If a pattern of negative feedback surfaces on a particular supervisor, some level of training may be required for that supervisor.  If that fails, co-op students may need to be assigned to other supervisors to minimize negative campus talk about the organization that is counterproductive to both the cooperative education program and recruiting efforts for full-time entry-level employees.

The Supervisor’s Plan for Maximizing Student Learning During the Work Term

To help students achieve their potential during the co-op work term, the supervisor should take steps to help students focus on the learning they wish to achieve.  

Step 1: Meet with the student at the beginning of the term to set learning objectives.  At the beginning of each work term it is important to hold a face-to-face meeting to discuss the upcoming co-op assignment.  This meeting gives students the chance to set their learning objectives for the upcoming term with a supervisor’s assistance.  It also gives the supervisors the chance to gauge the students’ level of interest in a variety of projects and assign students to the projects which hold their greatest interest, with the assumption that the higher the level of interest, the more effort generated.  

Both the student and the supervisor should prepare for this meeting.  Students should provide a list of learning objectives that they would like to achieve and supervisors should have a list of potential work assignments that may involve the student.  It is also highly effective to require that students bring a synopsis of their previous term in school.  It is fairly common for employers to require an end-of-the-term work report discussing what the students learned and achieved during the work term.  Why not ask students to come to the job with a similar report covering their previous school term?  Often the supervisor may see in the school term reports recently acquired knowledge that the supervisor can put to use during the student’s work term.  At the end of this meeting a learning objectives’ agreement like the ones found in appendices 4-1, 4-2 and 4-3 can be completed to document the conversation.

Step 2: Develop a Learning Plan for the Work Term.  During this meeting, or soon after, the supervisor should develop a formal plan for the work term.  Some items to include in this learning plan would be the co-op student’s job responsibilities, the departmental goals for the student, the student’s learning objectives, the strategies and resources that will be used to achieve those goals and learning objectives, and the method and frequency of evaluation in achieving those goals and objectives.  
This can be documented in a formal learning plan that is agreed to and signed by both the student and the supervisor.  This plan can be used throughout the co-op work term to ensure that both parties are adhering to their original goals despite changes and crises that arise in most work environments.  An example of the type of learning plan you may wish to develop is attached.
Step 3: Provide Opportunities for Students to Learn.  This is the main activity of cooperative education - the discipline or career-related work that students perform as a part of their education.  Students should be provided with meaningful, relevant work experience that will complement and enhance their classroom education.  

This work could come in the form of a rotation through various departments or business functions that provide students with the opportunity to develop a breadth of knowledge.  Students could also be provided with the opportunity to develop a depth of knowledge by staying within the same department and taking on increasingly complex tasks.  In larger organizations, perhaps the ideal scenario combines both.  As students return to their co-op work assignment, they are given the opportunity to move into new areas once they have mastered the tasks and skills of previous co-op work assignments.  This will ensure that the employer is developing a well-rounded employee who understands the big picture but who has spent enough time in each department to go beyond superficial learning.  In a smaller organization, rotating through different departments may not be feasible but students can still be exposed to the big picture through their projects and through coaching by their supervisor.  Supervisors, by their competency, credibility, trustworthiness and intentions are setting an example or model for their students to emulate.  As an instructor, the supervisor will be telling the students how the task is done or showing them how to perform the task.  The supervisor will also monitor the student as he or she is doing the task and provide any feedback to help the student perform more effectively.  Mirroring helps the student reflect on past experiences.  And counseling goes beyond mirroring and reflection by helping students make conscious changes in their behavior 

Step 4: Execute your Evaluation Process.   The supervisor should specify the method and frequency of evaluation in the learning plan.  The most effective evaluation process is formative as well as summative.  In other words, the evaluation process should help students learn how to perform more effectively not just summarize their performance at the end of the work term.  Frequent and constructive feedback is an important aspect of the evaluation process.  Periodic weekly or monthly meetings to discuss and document current levels of performance will enable students to maximize their learning through incremental steps in the process.  These meetings can also serve as a monitoring mechanism showing how well goals and objectives are being met.  They can also serve to modify those goals and objectives in light of changes within the organization.

At the end of the work term, a formal exit interview and summative evaluation is a crucial aspect of the learning process.  As in any course, students expect a final grade.  And it is the role of their supervisor to give the equivalent of a final grade in the form of a performance evaluation.  This is also an opportunity for the student to provide feedback to the supervisor on how to improve the organization’s cooperative education program.  A frank and honest dialogue can benefit both parties.  This will naturally occur when the relationship between the student and supervisor has been based upon mutual respect and shared goals established at the beginning of the work term.
The Role of a Mentor

As we have discussed the co-op supervisor is critical to the overall quality of the co-op experience for the student.  But the co-op supervisor has the dual role of helping students learn and documenting their performance.  Many organizations have found it helpful to create an official co-op mentor to help guide student’s learning without the added burden of evaluating the student in any way.  This provides students with someone to help them who can’t hold their inexperience against them in a performance review.  

So who is a mentor?  In Homer’s Odyssey, Mentor was the tutor hired to train Odysseus’ son.  Today mentoring is certainly more than tutoring.  A mentor can be described as someone who is:

· of relatively high status and takes an active interest in the career development of another person

· a guide who supports another person’s dream and helps them put it into effect

· a career role model who actively provides guidance, support and opportunities for another person

· someone who listens, looks objectively at accomplishments, gives encouragement and runs interference for another person

· a host and guide welcoming another person into a new setting and acquainting that person to its values, customs, resources and personnel 

A good example of a cooperative education program that utilizes mentors is General Motors.  Each GM location establishes its own policies and not all use mentors.  But the student feedback from those that do is overwhelmingly positive.  From the student’s perspective it is very beneficial to have that kind of advocate within the organization whose primary concern is their development.  In the words of Karla Tankersley, a GM co-op student:

“During my first quarter with GM, I was very interested in the Competitive Manufacturing Department.  The Competitive Department is composed mainly of impact teams working on various projects with FMEA (Failure Mode Effects Analysis) Implementation to SAT (Synchronous Action Teams) which do breakthrough re-designs and improvements to individual workstations to eliminate waste.  I approached my supervisor, John Reed, asking to have the opportunity to work and train in the SAT Process.  John welcomed my ambition and selected Chuck Henthorn within Competitive to be my mentor.  Chuck retired from the Air Force as a Commander and joined GM two years ago.  His experiences from the Air Force made him an excellent trainer and he developed a training program for me to maximize my learning opportunities during my time constraints.  Chuck literally took me all over the plant at every step of the process and explained to me what was happening, why it was happening and who was responsible for it.  I detailed out over 40 workstations for SAT review, brainstormed with hourly workers to make changes to the layouts and helped in the process of communicating each phase of the SAT process with the operators.  I was trained in Competitive techniques and methods. Chuck selected various floor supervisors for me to spend a day with to learn how to supervise on the shop floor, how to get used to the radio chatter and how materials are managed on a JIT (just-in-time) basis.  In short, having a mentor during my co-op made all the difference from just observing and doing what you’re told, to training and applying what I have learned.”

Karla’s experiences are not unique.  Another GM co-op student, Andrea Miller, echoes much of the same sentiment in her statement,

“I am an engineering student at General Motors Powertrain Division in Toledo, Ohio.  An intricate part of my assignment with this company is the interaction between my mentor and myself.  This relationship is one that has dynamically effected my co-op experience.  I have an extreme level of respect for my mentor and view him as someone from which I can learn invaluable characteristics of how to successfully manage my own career.  I have been given the opportunity to experience manufacturing from many angles and my mentor has assisted me in understanding my expanding role in such an industry.  The direction given to me by mentor has allowed me to ensure a progressive work experience in all aspects.  The feedback and encouragement of my capability from my mentor has played a role in my continuing success.  I cannot say enough about the positive ramifications of the relationship between a student and their mentor.”

While mentors can occur naturally in any organization, opting to develop an official mentor program can help strengthen the learning experience for cooperative education students.  Often mentors can intercede on behalf of the co-op student to ensure that their learning is progressive.  When work must get done and a student has been trained in that area, it is difficult to pull the student off a project and allow them to learn something new.  When an official mentor has been sanctioned with some level of authority over the student’s development, that person can intercede and request that the student be allowed to move into a new area of learning.  Unofficial mentors are not often given that level of authority over a student’s learning and serve only as guides without power to affect change.  

One company that takes the subject of mentoring very seriously is Honda of America Manufacturing.   In addition to a co-op/intern plan that must be authorized by the department manager, student supervisor and student mentor, Honda has a mentor selection process.  In determining who will be assigned as a mentor, Honda evaluates past co-op or intern experience in college, past experience as a mentor, supervisory training, willingness to support the student, ability to give feedback, ability to be a team player, patience, professionalism, and company knowledge, and time available.  Potential mentors are evaluated and given numerical ratings in each category as part of their selection process.  The form used to tabulate these ratings can be found in appendix 4-5.  Honda also conducts training for their departments and mentors to encourage the use of mentoring tools on how to prepare for the student associate.  In the words of Doug Chivington of Honda of America Manufacturing, 

“Our goal for the student is to have a positive and meaningful experience while at our company.  We encourage our mentors and departments to spend time planning projects, outlining goals and explaining daily roles and responsibilities for the student associate.”

As partners in the educational process, cooperative education employers are some of the most powerful instructors that co-op students will ever have.  They provide a real world perspective and timely real world situations that prove invaluable to students’ learning, growth and development.  In the next chapter we will explore the specific activities and instruments that educators and employers use to maximize student learning at the co-op work site.

By Professor Cheryl Cates

Division of Professional Practice at the University of Cincinnati

Adapted from the book 
Learning Outcomes: The Educational Value of Cooperative Education
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