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Statement of the Problem
According to recent graduates of San Francisco State University, 56 percent reported that the single most important factor in finding work at graduation was their internship and volunteer experience prior to graduation.   Just seven years earlier, only 38 percent of that institution's graduates cited such experiences as the most important factor in securing employment.  

Today, job recruiters tell Oakland University's placement officers that there is no longer any substitute for work experience--especially when it is designed to give a student the opportunity to work in a targeted field.  Oakland University held a series of on-campus discussions with our top corporate, health, government and education recruiters.  They  repeatedly informed us that our students who successfully blend internships/ cooperative education and volunteer positions with their academic work, springboard into early job commitments due to a head start in skill development and knowledge of the field and themselves.  This is especially important during these more difficult economic times when job opportunities for recent graduates have declined.

Students and their home institutions reap benefits from internship partnerships beyond what shows up in annual job placement statistics.  Students are able to see the relevance of their education to the "real" world of work which impacts whether they will complete their degrees.  A study by the Washington State Work Study Program cited specific benefits arising from student employment--time-management skills, a higher level of motivation, enhanced self-esteem, and strong support system---all factors which  we know contribute to academic success and persistence toward a degree.  Student learning is indeed accelerated by the opportunity to train with experts in the field.  Furthermore, colleges with strong links to employers through undergraduate internship programs are likely to see a positive impact on curriculum development as well.  Students enliven their classroom discussions with work-related examples, and bring faculty into closer contact with leading-edge developments in the workplace.

Proposal for Oakland University Work-Learn Center
Oakland University students have the distinct benefit of attending college in a location that is surrounded by many of the world's fastest-growing, advanced technology industries.  Additionally, Oakland, Macomb and Wayne County's varied mix of corporate, governmental, educational and industrial entities offers an exceptional laboratory environment for our students to earn while they learn about various careers through undergraduate internship placements with Oakland County employers. 

Oakland University proposes to create The University Work-Learn Center.  The purpose of the Center will be to tap into work-related opportunities that exist in the vicinity of Oakland University in order to offer all of our undergraduates part-time professional work in their chosen field.  By the year 2005, the Work-Learn Center will offer 100 percent student participation in meaningful job experiences before their graduation.   This initiative will be especially important to Oakland students majoring in the liberal arts who will enrich their education with practical and relevant experience. The Center will serve as a catalyst to academic units throughout the university to build experiential learning requirements into their curriculum with course credit awarded for work performed in the field.

The Work-Learn Center will create stronger links with regional businesses and corporations through experiential learning partnerships.  In effect, Oakland is creating a program of student worker exchanges with regional private and public sector entities similar to our current co-op and internship programs with General Motors and the City of Pontiac.  The internship work sites become partners with us in preparing all students, regardless of major, to meet the demands of the contemporary workplace.  In return, the university will extend its faculty exchange program and its professional development and training resources into the new work-learn sites to foster economic development.    

Work-Learn Center Organization and Resource Needs
The Center would serve as a clearinghouse for all internship and co-op placements, volunteer positions, service learning, and short-term jobs.  Staff would be required to develop off-campus opportunities that match students' field of study and interests and to work with students in preparing them to meet the demands of the world of work.  Staff would also serve as the interface between the student and his or her academic departments. 

The program success is heavily dependent on staff support to develop the internships and to work with academic units in preparing students to meet the demands of the workplace.  

A total of four (4) full-time professional staff members are required to achieve program goals: one director, one internship developer, and two placement coordinators who will work with academic departments and employers to prepare and match students with positions.  Additionally, two graduate administrative assistants, and two student employees would provide assistance in the area of developing career-related materials and presenting informational and developmental workshops for students.  One and a half clerical/receptionist staff members are required for administrative support.

In order to operate at a high level of efficiency, one-time equipment needs include eight computers, four laser printers, eight desks and chairs, five credenzas, copy machine and two fax machines.   

General operating costs include telephones, supplies, printing, mailing and publicity.  

Travel costs are higher than average due to expenses incurred by job developers who will be traveling the tri-county area much of the time.  Their responsibilities will require them to visit work sites for the purposes of arranging internship placements and evaluating student progress.

Summary of Recommendation:
Targeted work experience gained during the college years has proven to have a direct impact on the short-and long-term career success of undergraduates.  While some students in Oakland University's vocational majors gain relevant fieldwork experience during their undergraduate program, most students do not have the proper connections to secure placements in chosen fields.  This proposal seeks to establish the Oakland University Work-Learn Center that will ensure an internship or other targeted work experience for every student prior to their graduation from college.

Synopsis of Supporting Rationale:
Within three years, all Oakland students would have the opportunity to acquire career training through a professional-level internship.  Such opportunities will improve students' self-confidence, organization skills, motivation, and will allow valuable career exploration.  The Center will also lead to higher rates of job placements prior to graduation and higher levels of satisfaction with the first job--especially among liberal arts students.  Oakland students who make an earlier connection between their academic work and the world of work will persist in college at higher rates than without such experience.   Oakland will receive greater recognition as an institution that fosters career preparation, which will lead to increased enrollment.   

Furthermore, Oakland, Macomb and Wayne County businesses and industries will benefit from their access to highly motivated, talented students at a time when they can provide important training alongside Oakland University to prepare the students for workforce readiness.  
1
11

