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How is Work-Based Learning different from Cooperative 
Education? 
Prior to the 2022-2023 school year, Cooperative Education programs were the method in 
which students were provided opportunities to develop knowledge and skills through work 
experience.  As Illinois makes the transition to a more comprehensive Work-Based 
Learning model beginning in the 2022-2023 school year, Workplace Experience Courses 
(one component of the new Work-Based Learning model) replace Cooperative Education 
courses.  It is extremely important to understand that work-based learning programs are 
more comprehensive and include a variety of components including career awareness, 
career exploration, career development experiences, and workplace experience 
courses.  Work-Based Learning programs and varying components are outlined in greater 
detail in the remainder of this module and will be revisited throughout the professional 
learning experience. 

Although there are similarities between the Cooperative Education programs as we 
previously knew them and Work-Based Learning Programs as we know them today, there 
are also significant differences. These differences are a result of the focus on developing 
more robust Work-Based Learning programs that better meet the needs of students while 
also aligning with requirements that were a result of legislation in Illinois.  

Work-Based Learning programs more clearly align with the requirements of the 
Postsecondary Workforce Readiness (PWR) Act. Specifically, the Work-Based Learning 
Continuum that outlines Work-Based Learning within Illinois addresses the PaCE 
Framework requirements by increasing focus on planning and preparing for a career at an 
earlier age. This process begins with the career awareness and career exploration activities 
at the start of the Work-Based Learning Continuum. 
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Work-Based Learning Programs also align with the Professional Learning requirements of 
the College and Career Pathway Endorsements outlined in the PWR Act. As outlined 
previously in this module, Work-Based Learning programs have various components to 
address the specific needs of the student. In some cases, this will be a Workplace 
Experience course that allows a student to take a semester or year long credit bearing 
course focused on skill development learned through a combination of classroom learning 
and authentic work experiences (similar, in ways, to the previous cooperative education 
courses). However, in other cases, a Work-Based Learning program may be providing 
students with Career Development Experience opportunities to meet the Professional 
Learning experiences requirements as part of the College and Career Pathway 
Endorsements.  

It is important to note that Work-Based Learning programs provide a structure that allow 
students to gain specific learning opportunities focused on developing and demonstrating 
mastery of the Cross-Sector Essential Employability Skills (Essential Skills) and Technical 
Competencies related to their Career Pathway of interest. Both the Essential Skills and 
Technical Competencies will be outlined in greater detail later in this module.  

See the table below from the ISBE Work Based Learning Manual for a comparison of 
Cooperative Education Courses, Workplace Experience Courses, and Career Development 
Experiences. 

https://www.isbe.net/Documents/Work-Based-Learning-Manual.pdf
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