


students (28.9%) than at the PAl rated the academic nature 
of the program as 4. However, a large number of students 
(39.5%) had neutral feelings about this aspect of their 
respective programs. 

Nature 1 2 3 4 5 Total 

2 3 23 24 9 61 

Academic 3.3% 4.9% 37.7% 39.3% 14.8% 100% 

4 7 25 18 7 61 

Practical 6.6% 11.5% 41.0% 29.5% 11.5% 100% 

Table 12: Nature of program 

The mean of responses for the entire sample about the �
practicality of the course was 3.28.At the PAl , the mean of �
responses was 3.46. A large proportion of the students �
(45.8%) rated the practicality of the program 4. However, �
many students (41 .7%) had neutral feelings about this �
aspect of the program. At the HOI, the mean of responses �
was 3.16. A much smaller proportion of the students (18.9%) �
than at the PAl rated the practicality of the program 4. �
However, a similar proportion of students (40.5%) had �
neutral feelings about this aspect of the program. �

However, when comparing the means of the responses to �
the aspects of practicality and academic nature of the �
course, students irrespective of institution regarded the �
course as more academic than practical. �

Students who thought the course was too academic opined �
as follows: �

�~� Needs improvement/more practicals; and �
�~� Does not get to grips with industry needs. �

Those who thought that the course was not too academic �
responded as follows: �

�~� Need theory before practice; �
�~� Provides some understanding of the industry; and �
�~� Covers most of the theory needed for job. �

A larger proportion (66.7%) of students at the HOI than the �
PAl (12.5%) felt that the program 'needs improvement [and] �
more practicals'. On the other hand, a larger proportion of �
the students at the PAl (25.0%) than the HOI (6.7%) felt that �
they '[needed] theory before practice'. �

A larger proportion of students at the PAl (40.0%) than at �
the HOI (6.7%) felt that the program 'needs more effort into �
practicals'. All the students who felt that the 'work at tech �
[was] too theoretical [and needed] more site visits' were �
from the HOI. Similarly, all the students who felt that a �
'balanced approach' was followed were from the PAL �

$ocio-economic and political relevance 
and responsiveness of course 
Most students regarded the program as relevant and 
responsive to the economic, social and political needs of 
South Africa. The mean of their responses was 3.68 on the 

5-point scale. However, a significant number of students 
(40.4%) had neutral feelings about this aspect of the 
program. This result is shown in Table 13. 

1 2 3 4 5 Total 

1 23 25 8 57 

1.8% - 40.4% 43.9% 14.0% 100% 

Table 13: Relevance and responsiveness of program to economic, social and 
political needs of South Africa 

At the PAl, the mean of the responses of students was 3.78. 
However, a large number of students (39.1 %) had neutral 
feelings about this aspect of the program. At the HOI, the 
mean of the responses of students was 3.62. However, 
many students (33.3%) had neutral feelings about this 
aspect of the program. There was not much difference in the 
responses between students at the two institutions. 

Some of the reasons students at the HOI gave for their 
responses relative to whether the program was relevant and 
responsive to the socio-economic and political needs of the 
country included: 

�~� Allows for affirmative action to become reality; 
�~� Important to economy to have best as's available; 
�~� Equips us to contribute to infrastructure/economic 

development; 
�~� Average and needs improvement; 
�~� Exposed to what needed internationally; 
�~� Too irrelevant to express an opinion; and 
�~� Upgrade content of courses will improve contribution. 

The reason given by students at the PAl was that the 
program 'equips us to contribute to infrastructure [and] 
economic development' . Clearly students at the HOI were 
more opinioned about the socio-civic relevance and 
responsiveness of the program. This might be indicative of 
the fact that students and staff at these institutions are 
historically more sensitised to this aspect of South African 
society. 

DISClJSSION 

There are real concerns in the construction industry about 
whether construction-related curriculums adequately prepare 
students for their future careers in the industry. This 
research project sought from students' perspectives to 
determine whether they perceived a disjunction between 
theory and practice. The study also sought to determine if 
there were differences between the opinions and attitudes 
of students attending an HOI and those attending a PAL 
As Ross and Elechi (2002) pointed out in their study, it might 
be questionable to expect students to validly determine the 
disjunction between theory and practice. However, students 
are one of the three cooperative partners in the cooperative 
education model. This particular study sought, therefore, to 
examine the attitudes of construction students concerning 
their own learning experience relative to their career 
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preparation. The results of the surveys of students' attitudes 
regarding their cooperative education experiences confirm in 
the main the findings in the literature on this educational 
approach. 

Generally, first year students had favourable attitudes 
towards the course content of the year preceding their 
practical year. This attitude was influenced by their 
perception that the subjects offered in the classroom 
situation were directly based on and related to the 
construction industry. Almost all students, irrespective of the 
institution they were at, thought that these subjects were 
relevant and responsive to the needs of the industry. While 
senior students also agreed with this finding a large number 
of them at the HOI had neutral feel ings about the relevance 
of the program to the work situation. These students 
contended that work at the education institution did not 
'relate to what is done at work'. However, in addressing this 
perceived shortcoming, caution needs to be exercised that 
the cooperative curriculum does not become too narrow 
resulting in an unbalanced approach that elevates 
workplace training to suit only the demands of the 
construction industry. This caution is necessary against 
employers' permanent complaints about the poor outputs 
from schooling and higher education. Rather, students 
should be equipped to tackle workplace and wider 
socio-civic issues and problems (Wraga, 1998; White Paper, 
1997; Graham and McKenzie, 1995). 

Further, the majority of students irrespective of institution 
expressed satisfaction with the subjects that made up the 
first year course. However, there was also a sizable 
dissatisfaction factor with many students at each institution 
either being outright dissatisfied with first year subjects or 
not being sure. A larger proportion of students at the HOI 
were dissatisfied. There is probably a need for a simple 
conceptual model that integrates course objectives with 
work-based outcomes, preferably around a specific project 
or set of competencies (Schaafsma, 1996). Students, faculty 
members, and employers could , and should , work together 
to create practical educational problems that narrow the gap 
between the needs and expectations of the academic and 
industry (Smith, 2000). 

Most students thought that the first year course prepared 
them sufficiently for their practical stint in industry. Students 
recognised the link between theory and practice and opined, 
'Theory prepares for practical '. A larger proportion of 
students at the PAl than their HOI counterparts had 
favourable attitudes. Those who disagreed-mostly from the 
HOI-suggested that they needed to 'work with real 
materials' during their workshop and/or laboratory sessions. 
The large proportion of students at both institutions who 
expressed that they did not 'know what to expect from in­
service training,' suggests a need for briefing sessions 
before industry placement. Schaafsma (1996) in his study 
supports this finding by recommending that a set of 
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guidelines for briefing and debriefing sessions is necessary 
to prepare students to provide evidence of measurable 
learning outcomes from sources such as log books and 
project reports. Contrary to the opinions of first year 
students, senior students who had been working in industry 
regarded the adequacy of the first year course as average 
with respect to whether it prepared them sufficiently for their 
practical year in industry. This response was prompted by 
'much of year one being irrelevant in the field ' and 
workplace. Further, a large number of students at both 
institutions had neutral attitudes about this aspect of their 
program. A possible explanation might be that first year 
students provided their opinions based on their expectations 
before they had gone into industry. The senior students 
provided more reflective responses informed by their 
experience-albeit limited. 

Irrespective of institution, most first year students thought 
the course was not too academic. Those who thought it 
was, suggested that practical aspects and site visits needed 
more emphasis. Senior students disagreed with this 
sentiment in that most of them regarded the course as more 
academic than practical. They agreed that 'more practicals' 
had to be included in the academic component. Smith 
(2000:243) supports this finding when she suggests that 

'Iearner-centered methods of teaching help students 
understand work-related problems and also develop a 
range of solutions that can be tested before trying to use 
them at work'. 

Most of the senior (third and fourth year) students had the 
prescribed 12-month period of experiential training . 
However, a larger proportion of students at the HOI worked 
for shorter periods than 12 months. These students also 
worked at a much wider range of types of construction 
enterprises. While students at the PAl worked for 
construction firms, subcontractors, and OS firms, those at 
the HOI worked for contractors, municipalities, consultants, 
suppliers, community organisations, developers and 
subcontractors. This finding suggests that the either the 
industry placement strategy employed by the PAl was either 
more successful or construction industry employers 
preferred to employ students from the PAl. With respect to 
the former, the PAl employed a full-time staff member 
charged with the sole responsibility of placing and 
monitoring students during their second year. It is also 
possible that the PAl was consequently able to seek and 
secure placements earlier that in the case of the HO!. 

The findings suggest that employers were fulfiling their role 
as one of the partners in the cooperative education model 
by providing valuable industry experience and supervision in 
the workplace. On the other hand, the academic institutions 
need to revisit their monitoring and placement roles to 
ensure a greater degree of: 
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~ Satisfaction by students with their cooperative 
experience; and 

~ Employability and resilience of students to workplace and 
workforce changes (Smith, 2000). 

A large proportion of students at the HOI expressed either 
dissatisfaction or neutral attitudes about their industry 
placement suggesting that the industry placement strategy 
employed by the PAl was more successful with respect to 
achieving a greater level of student satisfaction. Similarly, a 
large proportion of students at the HOI had neutral feelings 
about their year two monitoring suggesting that the PAl 
approach to monitoring of their second year students in 
industry might be more satisfactory. With respect to all 
aspects of their practical year, the mean scores of the HOI 
students were lower than their PAl counterparts. This finding 
hints at underlying problems with the practical year two that 
deserves further investigation. Possible reasons could be: 

~ The lack of resources for the HOI to employ a full-time 
person to solely attend to industry placement and 
monitoring; 

~ Use of an ineffective approach to placement and 
monitoring; 

~ Prejudice against employing students from the HOI by 
employers; and 

~ Preference by employers to use students from the HOI as 
a form of cheap manual labour. 

Of concern is the large number of students at each 
institution who had neutral attitudes about the relevance and 
responsiveness of the program to the economic, social and 
political needs of the country. This finding suggests that both 
higher education institutions had possibly failed to prepare 
students to address emerging societal problems and 
contribute to the social , cultural and economic development 
of South African society. 

CONCI USION 

This study sought to validate from student perceptions 
whether higher education institutions fulfiled their objectives 
relative to construction-related programs, namely, the 
preparation of persons to address emerging societal 
problems; whether their cooperative education experience 
fostered and promoted the connection between academic 
preparation and job requirements; whether the present 
programs enhanced appreciation of the concepts learned in 
the classroom after their application in the field ; and whether 
the students' direct hands-on experience prepared them for 
their future careers. 

The findings of the study suggest that much more needs to 
be done to ensure that students are adequately prepared 
outside of the confines of a traditionally narrow curriculum to 
address the socio-civic needs of society. Similarly, while the 
cooperative experience of students suggested that 

employers fulfiled their role by supervising them and 

ensuring that they gained adequate practical and meaningful 

experience, higher education institutions needed to do more 

to close the gap between academic preparation and job 

requirements. This is particularly true for HOls. Specific 

projects that integrate course objectives with work-based 

outcomes could be effective in addressing this issue. 

Additionally, guidelines for briefing and debriefing sessions 

are necessary to better prepare students for their 

cooperative experience. More effective placements and 

monitoring during their period in employment might 

contribute to improved employability and resilience of 

students to workplace and workforce changes. Returning 

students confirmed that their practical period in industry 

enhanced their understanding of concepts in the classroom 

during their third and final years of study. However, it was 

inconclusive whether their direct hands-on experience 

prepared them for their future careers in construction. 

While junior and senior students had different opinions 

about the disjunction between classroom learning and 

workplace experience, it is evident that all cooperative 

partners, namely academic institution, student and 

employer, need to work together to improve the cooperative 

construction education experience. 


The differences in the opinions and attitudes between 

students at the PAl and the HOI suggest that institutional 

redress as envisaged in government policy had not 

necessarily occurred. Prima facie, the inherited inequalities 

between HOls and PAis while not necessarily intensifying 

had not diminished. 


The author is presently conclud ing a study into the attitudes 

of employers about cooperative construction education with 

a view to improving the experience of construction 

management students at higher education institutions. 
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